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PREFACE 


THIS  BOOK  is  an  attempt  to  fill  the  present  striking  need  for  an 
introduction  to  contemporary  linguistic  philosophy  as  it  bears  on 
theological  discourse.  Wherever  I  have  gone,  recently,  among  edu- 
cated Christians  in  Britain  and  America,  I  have  encountered  pro- 
found curiosity — and  a  good  deal  of  anxiety — concerning  modern 
methods  in  philosophy  as  they  relate  to  the  logical  nature  and  va- 
lidity of  theological  affirmations.  Similarly  I  have  found  many  of 
my  students  in  contemporary  philosophy  and  in  the  philosophy  of 
religion  becoming  deeply  absorbed  in  the  issues  raised  by  a  critical 
examination  of  theological  speech.  From  both  groups,  the  intel- 
lectually alert  Christians  and  the  thoughtful  graduate  and  under- 
graduate students  of  philosophy  and  religion,  I  have  been  heavily 
bombarded  with  appeals  for  direction  to  some  book  which  would 
(1)  set  forth  the  central  issues  and  arguments  concerning  theologi- 
cal discourse  for  readers  who  have  familiarity  with  traditional 
philosophy  but  who  are  relatively  untrained  in  contemporary  philo- 
sophical practices  and  (2)  place  into  perspective  the  present  state 
of  philosophical  and  theological  discussion  in  this  area  of  burgeon- 
ing interest.  To  my  frustration,  I  have  had  to  answer  such  requests 
with  the  admission  that  no  such  book  exists  and  with  the  promise 
that  I  would  try,  some  day,  to  provide  that  book  myself.  In  prepar- 
ing this  volume,  therefore,  I  have  done  my  best  to  keep  those 
promises  in  mind. 

A  word  or  two  here  concerning  my  use  of  the  phrase  "theological 
language"  may  prevent  misunderstanding  later.  I  do  not  employ 
this  phrase  in  its  narrow  sense  to  refer  merely  to  the  discourse  of 
academic  theologians.  I  want  it  to  be  taken  in  its  most  inclusive 
sense,  referring  both  to  the  language  of  theologians  in  their  studies 
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and  to  the  speech  of  worshipers  in  pulpit  or  pew.  Wherever  we 
find  words-about-God  (theo-logy)  we  shall  call  it  theological  lan- 
guage. Some  such  general  term  is  needed  to  span  later  distinctions 
which  we  may  wish  to  make  between  the  "language  of  living  faith" 
("religious  language")  and  the  "language  of  academic  theology" 
("systematic  language"). 

I  am  heavily  indebted  to  others  for  the  help  I  have  been  given 
in  writing  this  book  and  in  doing  the  research  which  lies  behind  it. 
Most  of  my  basic  reading  was  done  in  Britain  thanks  to  a  Fulbright 
grant  and  an  additional  renewal  grant  administered  by  the  unflag- 
gingly  helpful  officials  (now  friends)  at  the  United  States  Educa- 
tional Commission  in  the  United  Kingdom.  Additional  financial 
assistance  was  provided  by  the  National  Council  on  Religion  in 
Higher  Education  through  the  Kent  Fellowship  program.  The  Uni- 
versity of  St.  Andrews,  Scotland,  was  an  ideal  spot  for  my  research, 
and  my  thanks  are  warmly  extended  to  that  institution  for  nurtur- 
ing my  studies  under  the  kindly  direction  of  Professor  Edgar  P. 
Dickie  and  for  submitting  my  results  to  the  critical  scrutiny  of 
Professors  A.  D.  Woozley  and  J.  O.  Urmson. 

Another  whose  wisdom  has  benefited  my  thoughts  on  the  subject 
of  this  book  is  Professor  John  J.  Compton,  my  former  teacher,  now 
colleague  and  treasured  friend.  He  has  given,  in  his  characteristi- 
cally unstinting  way,  vastly  helpful  criticism  and  encouragement. 
Since  I  have  sometimes  gone  against  his  counsel,  he  cannot  be 
blamed  for  the  defects  which  remain  in  my  finished  work;  but  I 
should  hate  to  imagine  how  much  less  satisfactory  this  book  would 
have  been  without  his  help. 

Thanks  are  also  due  Miss  Maija  Kibens  and  Miss  Judith  Anne 
Kolb  for  their  stalwart  help  with  proofs  and  index. 

Finally  I  must  somehow  find  words  enough  in  our  language  to 
thank  my  wife  for  her  part  in  this  study.  It  will  not  be  easy,  for 
not  only  has  she  done  supremely  well  all  those  wifely  things  which 
author-husbands  seem  to  need  but  also  she  has  typed  draft  after 
experimental  draft  of  manuscript  and  cheerfully  has  hacked  her 
way  through  the  impenetrable  jungle  of  my  handwTitten  pages. 
Luckily,  she  knows  how  grateful  I  am;  I  needn't  try  to  put  it  all 
down  here, 

F.  F. 


1 

THE  "FAMILY  BACKGROUND"  OF 
LINGUISTIC  PHILOSOPHY 


IN  ORDER  TO  understand  what  linguistic  philosophy  has  to  say  about 
theological  discourse  it  is  essential  that  the  movement  as  a  whole 
be  brought  into  focus.  The  reader  should  be  alerted  to  the  fact, 
however,  that  some  philosophers  warn  us  away  from  the  entire 
attempt.  Antony  Flew,  for  example,  objects  that  it  is  "difficult"  and 
"ultimately  misleading"  to  try  to  isolate  a  linguistic  philosophy;^ 
and  it  is  true  that  there  is  considerable  diversity  (as  well  as  a  de- 
liberate attempt  to  avoid  becoming  merely  another  "school") 
among  philosophers  of  language. 

Despite  these  warnings,  there  are  in  fact  enough  areas  of  agree- 
ment among  modem  practitioners  of  linguistic  analysis  to  justify 
viewing  them  as  a  loosely  knit  group  rather  than  a  sheer  hodge- 
podge about  whom  nothing  in  general  can  meaningfully  be  asserted. 
Borrowing  a  concept  used  by  Ludwig  Wittgenstein  in  another  con- 
text, we  might  say  that  the  impression  of  unity  given  by  linguistic 
philosophers  is  that  of  "family"  resemblances,  "for  the  various  re- 
semblances between  members  of  a  family:  build,  features,  colour 
of  eyes,  gait,  temperament,  etc.  etc.  overlap  and  criss-cross  in  the 
same  way.  .  .  ."^ 

In  large  part  the  family  background  of  contemporary  philosophi- 
cal thought  reflects  one  of  the  most  striking  occurrences  in  modem 
intellectual  history:  the  breakaway  of  the  special  sciences  from  the 
maternal  leading  strings  of  philosophy.  "Mother"  philosophy,  when 
one  by  one  her  intellectual  offspring  established  their  separate 
households  and  began  to  thrive  in  their  clearly  defined  independ- 
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ence,  was  left  to  ponder  moodily  her  own  future.  Did  any  further 
function  remain  to  her,  or  was  her  creativity  now  spent  in  nurtur- 
ing the  sciences  into  autonomy? 

The  nearly  unanimous  answer  of  modem  philosophers  to  this 
crucial  question  is  that  philosophy's  distinctive  role  has  at  last  been 
revealed  and  clarified.  As  never  before  in  history,  and  largely  thanks 
to  the  departure  of  the  sciences,  philosophy  has  been  freed  to  be- 
come what  it  always  ought  to  have  been  and  always  has  been  when 
true  to  its  own  essential  role. 

I 

It  was  quickly  noticed  that  all  the  special  sciences  boasted  a  dis- 
tinctive subject  matter  within  relatively  well-defined  working  limits. 
Could  philosophy,  too,  find  any  special  realm  of  empirical  fact 
which  it  might  claim  as  its  province?  If  so,  then  its  justification  for 
existence  would  be  established.  But  whichever  way  the  philosopher 
turned  in  the  empirical  world,  some  special  science  was  found  al- 
ready to  be  occupying  the  premises.  Even  the  philosopher's  ap- 
parent stronghold  in  "mental  fact,"  on  which  philosophy  had  relied 
since  Locke,  was  lost  to  the  new  science  of  psychology.  "Psychology 
is  no  nearer  related  to  philosophy,  than  is  any  other  natural  sci- 
ence."^ 

The  shock  of  finding  himself  without  any  sphere  of  empirical 
subject  matter  to  call  his  own  left  a  deep  mark  on  the  philosopher 
of  the  early  twentieth  century;  and  contemporary  philosophy  of 
language  owes  a  first  principle  of  its  thought  to  the  slow  and  pain- 
ful realization  of  earlier  philosophers  that,  as  Wittgenstein  states 
it,  "philosophy  is  not  one  of  the  natural  sciences."* 

The  first  principle  so  learned  we  may  state  as  follows:  philosophy 
qua  philosophy  is  empirically  unin formative. 

Whatever  philosophy's  essential  task  might  be  (if  it  has  one),  it 
is  not  to  compete  with  the  trained  and  specialized  scientists  in  their 
job  of  describing  the  structure  and  functioning  of  the  world.  Should 
a  philosopher  devote  himself  to  empirical  investigation,  he  would 
be  acting  no  longer  as  a  philosopher  but  (depending  on  the  subject 
matter  studied)   as  a  botanist,  astrophysicist,  or  psychologist. 

If  "philosophy  was  not  a  science  alongside  the  natural  sciences,"^ 
then  was  it  no  longer  a  useful  occupation  of  the  modern  age?  What 
possible  justification  for  its  continued  existence  could  be  offered? 
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And  if  philosophy's  study  was  not  about  the  empirical  world,  what 
could  it  be  about? 

Kant's  critique  of  reason  was  too  well  remembered  to  admit 
serious  claims  that  philosophy's  sphere  of  knowledge  should  be 
"transcendent"  reality  somehow  "behind"  the  world  of  the  sciences. 
The  status  of  ethics,  furthermore,  and  other  "realms  of  value"  was 
altogether  too  controversial — and  suspiciously  closely  associated 
with  psychology — to  appear  promising  as  a  secure  foundation  for 
philosophical  endeavor.  And  to  attempt  to  set  up  philosophy  as  co- 
ordinator of  the  sciences,  "synthesizing"  into  one  grand  symphony 
of  knowledge  all  the  lesser  themes  of  the  special  sciences,  was  tempt- 
ing as  an  ideal;  not  only  did  it  smack  too  much  of  Hegelian  meta- 
physics, however,  but  also  it  looked  like  a  hopeless  task,  demanding 
encyclopedic  mental  capacity  far  beyond  the  range  of  human 
powers  even  while  offering  no  grain  of  hope  that  such  a  synthesis 
could  be  accomplished  for  the  sometimes  contradictory  claims  of 
the  sciences  in  their  present  state  of  development. 

With  these  alternatives  ruled  out,  the  opening  of  a  "new"  sphere 
came  as  a  revelation  to  philosophers  searching  for  the  proper  area 
of  activity.  This  sphere  was  that  of  meaning.  Philosophy  would  not 
have  to  do  with  meaning  as  the  psychologist's  "mental  fact"  (as  in 
"I  mean  to  swim  the  Channel")  but  with  meaning  in  another  sense, 
as  logical  meaningfulness.  Such  meaningfulness  is  that  utilized 
somehow  by  language  in  its  capacity  to  communicate;  indeed,  it  is 
only  in  the  realm  of  linguistic  signification  that  this  meaningfulness 
can  be  found  and  studied  in  its  most  highly  developed  form.  Thus 
the  factual  statements  of  the  empirical  scientist  are  of  interest  to 
the  philosopher,  whose  job  it  is  to  show  in  what  way  the  language  of 
the  scientist  communicates;  but  the  goal  of  the  philosopher's  work 
is  not  to  add  one  more  item  to  the  total  of  empirical  knowledge. 
He  is  not  concerned  with  the  factual  business  of  tracing  the  de- 
velopment of  languages  with  the  etymologist  or  of  reporting  lin- 
guistic usage  with  the  lexicographer.  His  responsibility,  instead,  is 
the  logical  task  of  clarifying  and  illuminating  the  ends  of  language 
and  the  ways  in  which  language  is  able  to  achieve  these  ends.  The 
modern  philosopher  will  scrutinize  critically  all  statements — those 
made  by  mathematicians,  theologians,  philosophers,  and  others, 
past  and  present — bringing  his  new  techniques  to  bear  on  them  as 
well. 
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We  may  thus  distinguish  another  basic  principle  of  postwar  lin- 
guistic philosophy.  It  is:  linguistic  significance  is  the  primary  sub- 
ject matter  of  philosophy.  This,  like  the  principle  asserting  the 
empirical  uninformativeness  of  philosophy,  has  become  in  practice 
so  widely  accepted  that  it  is  possible  for  Professor  Gilbert  Ryle  to 
assert  that  "The  story  of  twentieth-century  philosophy  is  very 
largely  the  story  of  this  notion  of  sense  or  meaning."^ 

Once  stated,  it  soon  became  obvious  to  many  philosophers  that 
this  understanding  of  the  proper  subject  matter  of  philosophy  was 
"new"  in  its  self-conscious  explicitness  only.  The  history  of  phi- 
losophy since  the  time  of  Socrates,  whose  passionate  interest  was  in 
the  meaning  of  "justice,"  "knowledge,"  and  "good,"  could  be  in- 
terpreted as  a  quest  for  meaning.  Clearly  the  self-understanding  of 
traditional  philosophy  was  not  entirely  alien  to  the  new  formulation 
of  philosophy's  sphere  of  interest. 

II 

We  shall  have  to  postpone  closer  study  of  "meaning"  as  it  is 
used  here  until  later  chapters,  where  differences  within  linguistic 
philosophy  over  the  meaning  of  "meaning"  will  be  encountered; 
but,  despite  important  differences  which  will  appear,  today's  lin- 
guistic philosophy  has  learned  to  find  the  unit  of  meaning  not  in 
the  individual  word  so  much  as  in  the  proposition  or  statement. 

It  was  early  evident  that  to  abolish  the  psychological  "idea"  or 
"image"  as  an  object  of  philosophical  study  was  to  go  beyond  the 
discrete  word  as  the  basic  unit  of  meaning.  Some  words  may  evoke 
images  and  so  have  "psychological  meaning,"  but  the  study  of 
logical  significance  must  go  far  beyond  this  consideration.  The  word 
alone  remains  incomplete — an  abstraction — apart  from  the  context 
of  the  proposition  in  which  it  plays  a  part.  The  older  theory,  ac- 
cepting words  as  somehow  "atoms  of  meaning"  which  are  strung 
together  to  compose  sentences,  may  at  first  sight  seem  adequate 
when  examples  are  limited  to  concrete  nouns  and  some  verbs,  but 
beyond  this  it  runs  into  fatal  difficulties.  Confronted  by  abstract 
nouns,  it  must  admit  that  their  meaning  is  ultimately  dependent  on 
sentences  defining  them;  even  more  strikingly  such  words  as  "if," 
"and,"  "or,"  and  "not"  are  totally  dependent  for  their  significance 
on  the  functions  they  play  in  the  wider  context  of  the  complete 
proposition.  It  would  not  normally  be  denied  that  words  as  such 
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possess  meaning  of  some  kind  (although  J.  L.  Evans  goes  so  far  as 
to  claim  that  "it  is  only  in  the  context  of  a  sentence  that  a  word  is 
meaningful,"^  and  Wittgenstein  much  earlier  asserted,  "Only  the 
proposition  has  sense;  only  in  the  context  of  a  proposition  has  a 
name  meaning"^),  but  such  meaning  is  of  a  fragmentary  kind  apart 
from  its  employment  in  the  statement.  The  word  serves  as  a  sign, 
and  most  words  are  fully  capable  of  signifying  only  in  combination 
with  other  signs.  Furthermore,  the  fact  that  the  proposition  is  alone 
capable  of  truth  or  falsity  (individual  words  cannot  be  true  or  false 
outside  a  propositional  context)  is  another  indication  that  the  sort 
of  meaningfulness  vested  in  words  is  abstract  and  partial. 

Sense  and  senselessness  belong  where  truth  and  falsity  belong,  namely 
to  complete  sentences  or  statements.  The  meanings  of  subordinate  parts 
of  speech  are  abstracted  features  of  what  is  or  might  be  conveyed  by 
full  sentences,  not  pieces  out  of  which  the  meanings  of  sentences  are 
composed.^ 

Although  occasional  voices  are  raised  in  protest,  contemporary 
linguistic  philosophy  accepts  as  fundamental  the  principle:  the 
proper  locus  of  meaning  is  the  proposition  or  statement. 

Ill 

All  the  recognized  sciences  were  not  only  explorers  of  a  special 
subject  matter  but  also  possessors  of  a  special  method  or  methods 
developed  to  deal  with  their  particular  fields  of  study.  A  clearly 
defined  methodology,  indeed,  seemed  even  more  than  a  distinct 
subject  matter  to  be  the  primary  criterion  of  all  the  genuine  intel- 
lectual disciplines. 

Consequently  the  moment  could  not  be  long  delayed  when  philosophers 
would  challenge  one  another,  and  be  challenged  by  their  new  academic 
colleagues,  especially  the  natural  scientists,  to  state  unequivocally  what 
sort  of  an  enquiry  philosophy  was  and  what  were  the  canons  of  its  special 
methods,  if  it  possessed  any  such  methods.^" 

The  reply  was  soon  forthcoming:  philosophy's  method,  appro- 
priate to  its  own  goals,  must  be  analysis.  Synthesis,  or  putting  to- 
gether, might  have  been  a  possible  method  for  philosophers  who 
imagined  themselves  to  have  some  sort  of  self-subsistent,  empirical 
subject  matter,  but  the  new  understanding  of  the  object  of  philo- 
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sophical  concern  eliminated  that  method.  Meaningful  statements 
are  (by  definition)  already  unities.  Only  the  method  of  picking 
apart,  or  analysis,  would  be  applicable  to  this  subject  matter.  We 
shall  find  various  interpretations  of  the  proper  analytical  procedure 
when  we  distinguish  differences  within  the  larger  "family"  of  lin- 
guistic philosophy;  at  the  moment  we  are  solely  concerned  with 
their  agreements.  And  here,  without  doubt,  was  a  firm  platform  of 
unanimity:  the  junction  of  philosophy  is  to  engage  in  analysis  of 
the  meaning  of  language. 

The  early  analyses  of  Russell,  Moore,  and  others  showed  clearly 
that  great  scope  existed  for  philosophy  under  this  new  understand- 
ing of  its  function.  Ordinary  language  is  a  subtle  and  sometimes 
misleading  instrument;  meanings  are  elusive,  often  hidden  or  con- 
fused by  the  language  which  seems  to  express  logically  acceptable 
propositions.  Many  systematically  misleading  expressions^^  haunt 
the  avenues  of  daily  speech.  Grammatically  perfect  sentences,  as 
we  shall  see,  may  conceal  logical  unmeaning.  However  much  lin- 
guistic philosophers  may  otherwise  disagree,  they  are  one  in  the 
conviction  that  there  is  likely  to  be  something  problem-causing 
about  unanalyzed  language  which  proper  analysis  can  remove.^-  In 
the  chapters  to  follow  we  shall  be  offered  a  number  of  examples  of 
this  conviction. 

Again  let  it  be  noticed  that  the  conception  of  philosophy  as 
analysis  may  be  presented,  not  with  the  motive  of  sweeping  away 
all  that  goes  under  the  title  of  "the  history  of  philosophy,"  but  as 
a  clear  formulation  of  what  the  greatest  philosophers  have,  in  fact, 
been  engaged  in,  though  often  with  a  dim  awareness  of  the 
real  nature  of  their  activities.  As  A.  J.  Ayer  asserts,  "I  think  it 
can  be  shown  that  the  majority  of  those  who  are  commonly  sup- 
posed to  have  been  great  philosophers  were  primarily  not  meta- 
physicians but  analysts." ^^  Ayer  then  cites  Locke,  Berkeley,  Hume, 
Hobbes,  Bentham,  J.  S.  Mill,  Plato,  Aristotle,  and  Kant  as  examples 
of  misunderstood  (at  times  self-misunderstanding)  philosophical 
analysts. 

If  analyzing  philosophers  should  be  challenged  as  to  why  they 
consider  such  work  to  be  worth  while,  some  might  reply  that  the 
clarification  of  understanding  needs  no  further  justification,  that 
it  shows  itself  intrinsically  worthy.  Others,  pointing  to  the  recent 
history  of  physics,  would  appeal   to  the  fact   that  clarification  of 
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language  must  be  of  immense  aid  to  the  working  scientist  who  is 
impatient  of  being  imprisoned  in  avoidable  linguistic  pitfalls  and 
is  eager  for  help  in  distinguishing  real  problems,  open  to  his  em- 
pirical techniques,  from  empty  linguistic  confusions  to  which  there 
can  be  no  conclusive  solution.  Indeed,  they  may  point  out,  scientists 
themselves  (Einstein  a  leading  example)  have  become  increasingly 
aware  of  the  importance  of  the  meaning  of  their  language.  Still 
other  philosophers  might  answer  that  their  work  at  last  was  cleans- 
ing philosophical  wheat  from  the  chaff  of  ages  and  finally  was 
establishing  philosophy  as  an  important  branch  of  learning  with  a 
determinate  job  to  do  and  a  clear  method  of  judging  its  success  or 
failure. 


THE  LOGIC  OF 
VERIFICATIONAL  ANALYSIS 

VERiFicATiONAL  ANALYSIS,  as  I  should  like  to  christen  one  of  the 
two  major  movements  which  one  may  distinguish  within  the  mod- 
ern philosophical  "family,"  takes  distinctive  positions  on  the  nature 
and  purpose  of  language,  on  the  meaning  of  "meaning,"  and  on 
the  proper  methods  of  philosophical  analysis.*  I  shall  state  these 
positions,  which  are  not  my  own,  as  sympathetically  as  possible 
before  presenting,  in  the  following  chapter,  an  application  of  these 
views  to  theological  discourse. 

I 

Language,  verificational  analysis  insists,  is  essentially  an  instru- 
ment for  the  communication  of  fact  or  for  the  establishment  of 
verbal  conventions. 

Shortly  we  shall  examine  what  "communicating  facts"  involves, 
since  this  will  be  of  importance  for  our  understanding  of  "meaning" 
and  "analysis,"  but  first  we  are  required  to  clarify  the  role  of 
language  in  establishing  verbal  conventions.  If  language  is  to  be 
useful  in  the  former  activity  (however  defined),  its  many  terms  or 
signs  must  bear  some  definite  and  dependable  relationship  to  one 
another.  If  the  elements  of  language  were  constantly  shifting  in 
their  manner  of  working  together,  we  should  find  ourselves  in  a 
strange  Alice  in  Wonderland  world  where  communication  would 

*  It  should  be  noted  that  all  so-called  "logical  positivists"  would,  on  my 
usage,  be  verificational  analysts  but  that  not  all  verificational  analysts  need 
be  "logical  positivists" — a  genuine  logical  positivist  being  increasingly  diffi- 
cult to  find  today. 
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be  impossible.  (In  the  same  way,  if  in  a  game  all  the  rules  were 
permitted  to  shift  and  vary,  the  point  of  the  game — the  playing  of 
it — would  be  lost.)  It  is  obvious,  therefore,  that  language  must  be 
able  to  set  rules  for  its  employment;  that  is,  a  preliminary  but  vital 
function  of  language  is  to  mark  clearly  the  "ground  rules"  of  the 
"game"  by  fixing  the  conventions  which  must  hold  if  factual  com- 
munication is  to  be  possible. 

Some  of  these  conventions  may  take  the  form  of  setting  up 
equivalences  between  signs;  some  may  take  the  form  of  establishing 
the  logical  powers  or  functions  of  certain  terms  (like  "if,"  "then," 
"and,"  "or,"  and  "not"),  thereby  marking  out  the  rules  to  be  fol- 
lowed in  logical  inference.  Some  may  show  themselves  quite  ob- 
viously "conventional,"  as  in  the  "explicit  definitions"^  of  our 
dictionaries  (especially  where  new  technical  terms  are  introduced), 
while  others,  perhaps  the  conclusions  of  complicated  inferences, 
may  surprise  us  and  actually  appear  to  us  as  discoveries.  But  we 
must  not  be  misled  by  the  psychological  fact  of  our  learning  what 
we  did  not  know  before  into  the  logical  mistake  of  believing  that 
we  are  discovering  new  fact;  the  appearance  of  factual  discovery 
is  illusory  since  whatever  we  "get  out"  of  our  rules  for  using  lan- 
guage has  been  implicitly  "put  into"  our  rules  when  we  initially 
"decided"  to  use  them.  When  this  is  the  case — when,  that  is,  a 
proposition  may  be  said  to  be  true  thanks  solely  to  the  meaning  of 
the  terms  which  constitute  it — our  proposition  is  said  to  be  a 
"tautology"  and  language  is  used  "analytically."  The  statement 
"My  sister  is  a  female  sibling"  is  analytically  true,  for  example, 
since  simply  to  understand  the  meaning  of  the  words  which  com- 
pose that  sentence  is  to  be  aware  of  the  truth  of  the  statement 
expressed  in  a  way  quite  different  from  the  way  we  become  aware 
of  the  truth  or  falsity  of  a  non-analytic  statement  like  "My  sister 
is  a  blue-eyed  blonde." 

Not  only  may  there  be  analytic  statements  which  are  thus 
"logically  true,"  or  tautologies,  but  conversely  there  are  "logically 
false"  combinations  of  signs,  or  contradictions  (e.g.,  assertions  about 
"four-sided  triangles"),  which  can  under  no  circumstance  be  true. 
Any  meaningful  proposition  which  is  not  a  contradiction  may  be 
a  "logical  possibility,"  whether  or  not  it  is  a  practical  possibility. 
It  is  a  logical  possibility,  for  example,  to  observe  directly  the  sur- 
face of  Venus    (not  now  a  practical  possibility)    or — to  choose  a 
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different  sort  of  logical  possibility — to  have  sensations  of  an  en- 
tirely (unimaginably)  different  kind  from  those  made  practical 
possibilities  by  the  possession  of  human  sense  organs.  That  these 
logical  possibilities  are  not  practical  possibilities  is  contingent,  re- 
spectively, on  technological  and  physiological  fact.  And  upon  the 
introduction  of  questions  of  fact,  a  wholly  new  set  of  critical  pro- 
cedures and  criteria  become  relevant,  toward  which  logical  possi- 
bility and  impossibility,  tautology  and  contradiction  are  equally 
indifferent. 

A  crucial  property  of  all  language  used  analytically,  then,  is  that 
no  fact  or  experience  whatever  can  have  the  slightest  chance  of 
upsetting  our  verdict  of  truth  or  falsity,  because  this  verdict  (by 
definition)  depends  on  the  proper  use  of  language  and  on  nothing 
else.  To  say  this,  however,  is  not  to  denigrate  the  importance  of 
analytic  statements;  we  are  far  from  being  fully  aware  of  the  con- 
sequences of  our  linguistic  conventions  and  logical  rules,  and  the 
whole  responsibility  of  the  study  of  logic  is  to  bring  interesting  and 
useful  information  about  such  matters  to  our  attention.  Tautologies 
are  compatible  with  any  state  of  affairs  and  thereby  empirically 
uninformative  ("The  propositions  of  logic  therefore  say  nothing,"^ 
says  Wittgenstein  provocatively),  but  this  is  not  to  say  that  all 
logical  and  mathematical  studies  of  tautologies  are  unilluminating. 

When  we  say  that  analytic  propositions  are  devoid  of  factual  content, 
and  consequently  that  they  say  nothing,  we  are  not  suggesting  that  they 
are  senseless.  ,  .  .  For,  although  they  give  us  no  information  about  any 
empirical  situation,  they  do  enlighten  us  by  illustrating  the  way  in  which 
we  use  certain  symbols.^ 

Discoveries  in  the  complexities  of  formal  relationships  provide 
the  joints  and  muscles,  furthermore,  on  which  language  may  effi- 
ciently and  confidently  move.  And  in  providing  such  joints  and 
muscles  there  is  real  scope  for  creativity.  'Tor  a  well-chosen  defini- 
tion will  call  our  attention  to  analytic  truths,  which  would  other- 
wise have  escaped  us.  And  the  framing  of  definitions  which  are 
useful  and  fruitful  may  well  be  regarded  as  a  creative  act."^ 

If  analytic  propositions  supply  a  firm  skeleton  for  language, 
propositions  asserting  some  state  of  affairs  clothe  language  with  its 
flesh.  This  second  activity  of  language,  making  use  of  "synthetic" 
propositions,  is  acknowledged  by  verificational  analysis  as  its  pri- 
mary end,  the  end  for  which  analytic  statements  serve  as  means. 
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"The  essential  business  of  language,"  declares  Bertrand  Russell,  "is 
to  assert  or  deny  facts. ""^ 

The  fact-asserting  synthetic  statement,  in  contrast  to  the  analytic 
statement,  does  not  depend  for  its  truth  or  falsity  on  the  meaning 
of  its  constituent  symbols  but  rather  on  the  extralinguistic  data 
which  it  alleges  to  be  the  case.  If  I  say,  "Rain  is  a  form  of  precipi- 
tation" (a  statement  which  is  analytically  true),  I  am  in  no  danger 
of  being  proved  wrong  by  a  look  out  of  the  window;  you  can  prove 
me  wrong  only  by  finding  that  I  am  breaking  the  rules  which 
govern  the  use  of  the  terms  involved.  But  if  I  say,  "It  is  raining 
outside,"  it  would  be  futile  to  try  to  discover  whether  or  not  I  am 
making  a  true  statement  by  looking  into  your  dictionary!  To  check 
that  statement  you  must  look  out  of  the  window  or  go  out  and 
stand  in  the  garden.  More  precisely,  you  must  test  its  truth  against 
some  form  of  relevant  experience.  And  in  so  far  as  it  is  only  through 
our  senses  that  we  can  gain  information  about  reality  outside  our 
own  minds,  the  truth  test  of  our  statement  must  be  in  terms  of 
some  actual  or  possible  sense-experience. 

Now  we  are  in  possession  of  a  criterion  whereby  we  may  dis- 
tinguish between  analytic  and  synthetic  statements:  the  truth 
or  falsity  of  the  former  has  no  relevance  to  experience  but  is  clearly 
determinable  from  examination  of  the  terms  involved  in  the  state- 
ment; the  latter  may  be  shown  true  or  false  only  by  reference  to 
some  sense-experience  which  they  promise  to  be  obtainable.  Since 
analytic  statements  can  deal  with  the  truths  of  logic  or  "relations 
of  ideas"  and  synthetic  statements  are  capable  of  asserting  all  pos- 
sible "matters  of  fact"  (to  use  Hume's  classical  distinction),  verifi- 
cational  analysis  concludes  that  within  the  synthetic-analytic 
dichotomy  all  logically  important  meaningfulness  is  included. 

II 

Turning  to  the  theory  of  meaning,  we  must  examine  more  care- 
fully the  logical  structure  of  sentences  used  to  express  facts  or 
establish  verbal  conventions— the  two  proper  functions  of  language. 

As  to  analytic  meaning,  little  more  need  be  said.  Tautologies 
are  meaningful  in  their  uninformative  way  on  the  basis  of  the 
arbitrary  or  historically  conventional  decisions  which  they  reflect. 
They  are  meaningful  as  notations  of  relationship  between  signs, 
however  complex  and  interesting  the  form  of  these  notations  may 
become,  not  as  "asserting  or  denying  facts." 
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Our  prime  interest  here,  consequently,  is  in  the  meaning  of 
statements  other  than  tautologies.  What  is  the  essential  meaning 
which  synthetic  propositions  convey?  One  striking  reply  of  verifica- 
tional  analysis  is:  the  meaning  of  a  sentence  is  the  method  of  its 
verification,^  Thus  baldly  stated,  this  explanation  of  the  nature  of 
factual  meaning  may  seem  startling  and  implausible,  but  let  us 
examine  it  more  closely. 

In  the  first  place  we  should  note  that  any  philosophical  account 
of  meaning  is  bound  to  seem  odd  to  us  so  long  as  we  are  unwilling 
to  involve  ourselves  in  strictly  philosophical  categories  of  thought. 
Here  "meaning"  is  understood  as  logical  equivalence,  a  phrase 
which  should  become  clear  as  we  proceed.  Despite  the  fact  that 
philosophy  has  turned  over  to  psychology  the  task  of  discovering 
and  describing  the  "mental  facts"  associated  with  meaning,  we 
still  seem  to  crave  from  philosophy  a  theory  of  meaning  which  deals 
with  "mental  happenings"  or  "inward  intent."  Philosophy's  job, 
however,  is  to  philosophize,  not  to  repeat  the  research  of  the  psy- 
chologist; the  philosophical  theory  of  meaning  will  involve  differ- 
ent considerations  from  either  those  of  modern  mental  science  or 
those  of  pre-analytical  philosophy  of  former  days.  "Meaning"  today, 
we  should  note,  is,  as  A.  J.  Ayer  points  out,  "a  highly  ambiguous 
symbol."^ 

This  consideration  at  once  helps  us  to  look  at  the  suggested  theory 
of  meanmg  with  new  appreciation.  The  philosopher  is  not  trying 
to  tell  us  that  in  making  a  statement  we  are  "secretly"  or  "deep 
down"  intending  to  refer  to  the  methods  of  that  statement's  verifi- 
cation. On  the  contrary,  it  makes  not  a  particle  of  difference 
whether  we  have  any  knowledge  (subconscious  or  otherwise)  of 
the  manner  of  verifying  that  statement;  its  meaning  in  the  philo- 
sophical sense  is  quite  unaffected.  We  may  not  know  the  philo- 
sophically interesting  meaning  of  our  sentence  otherwise,  but 
perhaps  it  is  the  case  that  at  times  we  are  in  fact  largely  ignorant 
of  the  meaning  (that  is,  of  the  logical  equivalents)  of  our  utter- 
ances. 

What,  then,  we  may  properly  ask,  is  the  philosopher  trying  to 
tell  us  when  he  makes  the  startling  announcement  that  the  mean- 
ing of  non-analytic  propositions  is  the  methods  of  their  verifica- 
tion? He  is  trying  simply  to  say  that  his  formula,  the  "verification 
principle"  of  meaning,  shows  us  the  way  in  which  we  should  trans- 
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late  the  sentence  in  question  into  other  sentences  referring  directly 
to  some  logically  possible  experience.  These  derivative  sentences 
about  direct  experiences  (sometimes  called  "protocol-statements") 
need  no  further  explanation  or  justification.  When  taken  together 
with  certain  rules  of  inference  they  are  equivalent  "in  use"  to  what 
was  stated  in  symbolic  shorthand  by  the  original  proposition. 

The  meaning  of  a  sentence,  for  the  philosopher,  is  therefore  not 
to  be  equated  with  any  mental  facts  about  the  speaker  but  is,  rather, 
the  matter  expressed  by  the  sentence^  and  ultimately  is  this  content 
as  it  is  translatable  into  logically  connected  statements  referring 
directly  to  concrete  experience  obtainable  through  the  senses. 

Perhaps  our  earlier  illustration  of  a  synthetic  sentence  ("It  is 
raining  outside")  could  be  used  here  to  clarify  this  philosophical 
concept  of  meaning.  If  we  were  interested  in  this  statement  from 
the  viewpoint  of  psychology  we  might  probe  "what  I  meant"  by 
having  said  such  a  thing  at  the  time  I  said  it.  For  psychology  it 
would  be  relevant  to  inquire  whether  or  not  I  had  learned  the 
English  language  well  enough  to  be  aware  of  what  I  was  saying 
(and  how  I  had  learned  it),  to  inquire  into  my  motives  in  uttering 
it  (did  I  "mean"  that  our  picnic  would  have  to  be  canceled?)  and 
into  many  other  data  concerning  my  mental  condition.  But  the 
meaning  of  this  sentence  for  the  philosopher  would  be  none  of  these 
bits  of  factual  information;  instead,  his  job  would  be  to  draw  up 
a  list  of  the  empirical  tests  by  which  the  content  of  my  sentence 
could  be  translated  into  "protocol-statements"  dealing  with  experi- 
ence. We  mentioned  two  of  these  possible  "methods  of  verification" 
earlier:  to  look  out  of  the  window  (possible  approximation  of  a 
protocol-statement:  "I  see  water  falling  there")  or  to  stand  in  the 
garden  (possible  protocol-statement:  "I  feel  wetness  here").  Many 
more  possible  means  of  verification  might  be  suggested,  such  as 
listening  for  the  sound  of  raindrops  on  the  roof,  examining  com- 
petent witnesses,  and  so  on.  Then  when  we  ask  the  verificational 
analyst  what  "It  is  raining  outside"  means,  he  can  supply  the  mean- 
ing of  the  statement  by  offering  us  these  tests  as  procedures  for 
seeing  for  ourselves  in  straightforward  experiential  terms  what  facts 
are  being  asserted  or  denied. 

Such  an  example  as  the  one  here  used  offers  both  helpful  and 
confusing  features.  It  is  helpful  in  that  it  is  drawn  from  a  scene 
where  the  methods  of  verification  and  rules  of  inference  are  familiar 
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and  employed  by  us  all;  but  it  may  tend  to  be  too  easy  and  familiar 
a  sentence,  one  whose  methods  of  verification  we  have  all  utilized 
countless  times  and  one  which,  therefore,  it  seems  silly  to  labor 
over  in  this  manner.  The  proposition  here  is  so  well  known  that  it 
instantly  suggests  to  us  the  possibilities  for  obtaining  experience 
from  it  and  the  nature  of  the  experiences  to  be  expected.  This  need 
not  always  be  the  case,  however;  turning  to  the  more  abstruse 
reaches  of  any  science  the  layman  will  find  statements  whose  mean- 
ing is  far  from  self-evident.  What  does  a  physicist  mean  when  he 
says  that  the  notion  of  absolute  simultaneity  is  no  longer  tenable? 
We  are  directed  by  verificational  analysis  to  the  methods  which  he 
uses  to  show  that  time  is  relative  to  systems  of  motion  and  thus 
directed  ultimately  to  particular  statements  reporting  sense  experi- 
ences derived  (or  derivable)  from  experiments  with  "atomic  clocks," 
rapidly  moving  earth  satellites,  and  so  on.  Here  the  verificational 
analyst's  help  may  be  seen  in  its  full  usefulness;  he  offers  us  a  pro- 
gram for  dispelling  our  confusion  or  ignorance  of  meaning  by  asking 
for  translations,  in  terms  of  possible  experience,  for  those  statements 
which  in  their  original  form  are  opaque  to  us. 

When  first  stated  this  understanding  of  meaning  seemed  odd,  but 
now  it  is  difficult  to  imagine  any  alternative  to  it  which  avoids  con- 
fusion with  psychology  but  still  takes  into  consideration  the  sense- 
experience  basis  of  synthetic  propositions.  Its  seeming  oddness, 
perhaps,  lies  in  the  fact  that  we  do  not  often  inquire  into  the  funda- 
mental nature  of  what  makes  our  sentences  meaningful.  We  learn 
the  methods  of  verifying  the  vast  majority  of  our  conmion  sentences 
and  the  relevant  rules  of  inference  at  the  same  time  that  we  learn 
the  language,  and — the  factual  meaning  of  these  sentences  thus 
clear  to  us — we  seldom  reflect  further  about  them.  "Plainly  we  all 
understand,  in  many  cases  believe,  propositions  which  we  have  not 
in  fact  taken  steps  to  verify."®  The  philosopher,  however,  must  look 
beneath  the  surface  of  language;  and,  according  to  verificational 
analysis,  the  results  of  his  investigations  tally  both  with  most  of  our 
actual  unconsidered  practice  and  with  the  self-conscious  techniques 
of  modern  scientists. 

But  there  are  exceptions  to  this  happy  situation.  When  the  verifi- 
cational analyst  exercises  his  philosophical  responsibility  to  peer 
under  the  surface  of  language,  he  sometimes  finds  that  the  condi- 
tions neither  for  analytic  nor  for  synthetic  meaning  are  present.  On 
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these  occasions,  where  language  appears  to  fulfill  one  of  the  two 
functions  proper  to  its  essential  use  but  fails  to  meet  the  logical  re- 
quirements of  these  functions,  it  is  devoid  of  literal  significance  and 
is  operating  merely  on  the  inherited  emotive  capital  of  its  com- 
ponent words.  '^Emotive  meaning"  in  such  contexts  is  parasitical 
and  literally  senseless,  inasmuch  as  it  fails  either  to  establish  lin- 
gnistic"  conventions  or  to  allow  for  any  translation  into  statements 
about  possible  experience;  and  reliance  upon  emotive  meaning 
alone,  where  other  types  are  missing,  is  not  so  uncommon  as  might 
be  supposed.  A  great  many  speculative  thinkers  have  been  in  the 
practice  of  making  assertions  which  neither  are  definitions  of  terms 
nor  offer  any  possibility  of  translation  into  equivalent  statements 
referring  to  sense-experience.  On  those  occasions,  words  (all  of 
which  individually  we  understand  in  other,  legitimate,  statements) 
may  be  arranged  in  a  grammatically  correct  way  but  none  the  less 
form  a  sentence  which  is  literally  meaningless;  for  if  it  is  true  that 
the  factual  meaning  of  a  sentence  is  identical  with  the  methods  of 
its  verification,  and  if  it  is  discovered  that  some  non-analytic 
sentences  admit  no  possible  method  of  verification,  then  we  are 
forced  to  draw  the  conclusion  that  these  sentences  are  literally  non- 
sense, however  well  disguised  they  may  be  to  the  unsuspecting.  The 
tearing  away  of  the  disguises  which  have  too  long  permitted  such 
nonsense  to  parade  itself  as  profound  significance  is,  for  verifica- 
tional  analysis,  one  of  the  prime  tasks  of  philosophical  analysis.  Let 
us  now  look  more  carefully  into  the  character  of  these  analytical 
procedures. 

Ill 

The  philosophical  analysis  of  a  putative  fact-stating  proposition 
must  make  explicit  what  tests  of  experience  would  verify  a  given 
sentence.  From  a  genuinely  meaningful  statement  a  number  of  pos- 
sible sense-experiences  will  be  derivable  which  will  be  relevant  to 
the  verification  of  the  proposition  in  question. 

The  word  "relevant"  is  significant.  It  is  true  that  early  in  the 
history  of  the  verification  principle  extreme  claims  were  made  to 
the  effect  that  fully  meaningful  sentences  must  be  reducible  to  pos- 
sibilities of  experience  which,  with  a  rule  of  inference,  could  con- 
clusively verify  the  proposition  under  discussion.  But  verificational 
analysis  soon  moved  away  from  this  "strong"  sense  of  "verify"  to 
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what  A.  J.  Ayer  terms  the  "weak"  sense  of  the  word.  These  philoso- 
phers saw  that  conclusive  verification  would  be  out  of  the  question 
for  such  vitally  important  statements  as  scientific  expressions  of 
general  law,  since  no  finite  set  of  observations  (limited  to  past  ex- 
periences) could  in  principle  succeed  in  verifying  conclusively  a 
universal  statement  (dealing  with  future  as  well  as  past  observa- 
tions). The  verification  principle  was  admitted  in  its  "weak"  form, 
therefore,  with  the  result  that  statements  admitting  the  derivation 
of  experience  relevant  to  their  verification  could  be  held  to  be 
meaningful.  An  important  corollary  of  this  modification  of  the 
verification  principle  because  of  the  "open  texture"^  of  all  empirical 
language  is  that  synthetic  statements  may  be  more  or  less  probable 
(more  or  less  fully  verified)  but  never  necessary  (conclusively  veri- 
fied). To  analytic  statements  alone,  therefore,  can  the  adjective 
"necessary,"  designating  the  factually  vacuous  necessity  of  linguistic 
decision,  be  applied.  To  synthetic  propositions  (hence  to  all  discus- 
sion of  existing  things)  there  attach  only  greater  and  lesser  degrees 
of  probability. 

A  variation  of  the  verification  principle  which  we  shall  meet 
later  is  the  principle  of  falsifiability.  A  positive  assertion,  obviously, 
will  be  logically  equivalent  to  the  denial  of  the  negation  of  itself 
(for  example,  the  statement  "Socrates  was  a  philosopher"  is  logically 
equivalent  to  the  statement  "It  is  not  the  case  that  Socrates  was  not 
a  philosopher") ;  thus  if  it  is  discovered  what  an  assertion  denies 
we  are  well  on  the  way  to  discovering  what  it  asserts.  The  emphasis 
is  shifted  from  the  search  for  those  possible  experiences  which  will 
verify  the  statement  to  the  inquiry  into  the  sorts  of  experience 
which  will  falsify  (or  in  some  way  count  against)  what  has  been 
asserted.  This  principle  of  falsifiability  or  falsification  proved  par- 
ticularly useful  for  dealing  with  universal  law  statements;  its  ap- 
plication to  theological  discourse,  we  shall  see,  has  provided  much 
food  for  thought. 

Equipped  with  these  criteria  of  meaning,  verificational  analysis 
is  prepared  to  expose  linguistic  nonsense  masquerading  as  synthetic 
propositions.  It  is  in  the  role  of  iconoclast  and  critic,  in  fact,  that 
philosophical  analysis  of  this  sort  has  become  best  known  to  the  in- 
tellectual world.  It  has  been  the  task  of  sweeping  away  the  "rub- 
bish" in  language  which  has  captured  the  imagination  and  sounded 
the  battle  cry  of  the  movement  and  given  it  its  almost  missionary 
zeal. 
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The  essential  procedure  is  quite  simple:  confronted  with  a  sen- 
tence which  seems  to  assert  something  to  be  the  case,  we  search  for 
possible  methods  of  its  verification  in  order  to  grasp  its  meaning, 
but  in  some  cases  we  can  nowhere  find — or  even  conceive  of — a 
sense-experience  which  might  in  principle  have  the  slightest  rele- 
vance to  determining  the  sentence's  truth  or  falsehood.  Such  a 
sentence  is  asserting  nothing  at  all.  It  cannot  be  true  or  false.  It  is 
not  a  genuine  proposition  but  literal  nonsense,  with  which  we  need 
not  concern  ourselves.  This  is  not  even  idle  speculation;  it  is  not 
speculation  at  all  since  the  sentences  employed  fail  to  convey  mean- 
ing. 

Speculation  which  is  idle,  because  untestable  in  practice,  as  would  be 
the  speculation  what  Socrates  ate  on  his  fifth  birthday,  is  now  sharply 
distinguished  from  pseudo-speculation;  in  the  latter  case  we  are  not 
merely  unable  to  determine  the  truth  or  falsity  of  a  thesis,  for  there  is  no 
genuine  thesis  to  be  true  or  false.^" 

Philosophical  analysis  thus  affords  us  the  benefit,  verificational 
analysis  concludes,  of  weeding  out  sham  questions  and  nonsense 
from  our  attention  so  that  we  need  not  waste  our  time  in  taking 
seriously  everything  that  presents  itself  in  a  plausible  grammatical 
form. 


3 

THE  "ELIMINATION"  OF 
THEOLOGICAL  DISCOURSE 


THE  TYPICAL  TREATMENT  of  theological  language  from  the  stand- 
point of  verificational  analysis  is  harshly  critical.  Theological  lan- 
guage purports  to  make  assertions  about  matters  of  supernatural 
fact;  but,  it  is  held,  in  so  far  as  it  succeeds  in  asserting  anything  at 
all  it  fails  to  refer  beyond  natural  phenomena.  Theological  language 
claims  to  state  necessary  truths;  but,  it  is  asserted,  it  falls  instead  into 
necessary  falsehood.  Theological  language  pretends  to  possess  deep 
significance;  but,  it  is  retorted,  at  best  it  can  offer  only  incompre- 
hensibility tinged  with  emotion. 

I 

In  attempting  to  defend  their  claim  to  some  knowledge  of  the 
existence  of  God,  many  theists  assert  that  evidence  to  be  found 
within  "creation" — perhaps  the  regularity  of  the  cosmic  process, 
perhaps  the  experience  of  visions  or  mystical  intuitions,  perhaps  the 
occurrence  of  miracles — tends  to  support  their  statements  about 
the  supernatural.  But  all  such  claims  are  logically  misguided,  ac- 
cording to  verificational  analysis,  since  no  meaningful  statement 
can  in  principle  be  made  about  "the  supernatural."  Any  statement 
which  escapes  meaninglessness  will  be  discovered  to  have  as  its 
factual  referent  only  ordinary,  natural  experiences;  and  a  list  of 
the  protocol-statements  reporting  these  experiences  will  be  equiva- 
lent to  the  whole  meaning  (other  than  merely  emotive)  of  the 
proposition. 

Sometimes  theists  insist  that  the  statement  "God  exists"  is  rele- 
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vant  to  a  number  of  actual  or  possible  experiences.  "God  exists," 
they  claim,  entails  (for  example)  the  further  statement:  "seedtime 
and  harvest,  cold  and  heat,  summer  and  winter,  day  and  night, 
shall  not  cease"  (Genesis  8:22).  Such  theists  are  not  aware,  how- 
ever, that  in  this  they  are  in  danger  of  reducing  the  literal  meaning 
of  "God  exists"  to  propositions  about  weather  and  agriculture. 
There  is  no  difficulty  in  finding  experiences  which  would  verify  the 
latter,  but  the  whole  of  what  the  theist  wants  to  say  is  quite  evi- 
dently not  expressed  in  propositions  of  this  kind.  A.  J.  Ayer's  classic 
statement  on  this  subject  is  as  follows : 

...  If  the  sentence  "God  exists"  entails  no  more  than  that  certain  types 
of  phenomena  occur  in  certain  sequences,  then  to  assert  the  existence  of 
a  god  will  be  simply  equivalent  to  asserting  that  there  is  the  requisite 
regularity  in  nature;  and  no  religious  man  would  admit  that  this  was  all 
he  intended  to  assert  in  asserting  the  existence  of  a  god.^ 

But  what  is  the  "more"  which  the  religious  man  wishes  to  assert? 
If  there  is  to  be  any  factual  content  to  his  speech,  this  content  must 
be  expressible  in  equivalent  statements  about  experience;  yet  the 
moment  he  offers  any  such  experiences  it  would  seem  that  they 
would  become,  for  verificational  analysis,  the  whole  literal  meaning 
of  his  words.  As  Thomas  McPherson  writes  concerning  the  factual 
meaning  of  the  argument  from  design,  "The  deistic  hypothesis,  as 
I  stated  it,  runs:  There  is  a  supreme  orderer  who  has  arranged 
the  universe  in  an  ordered  way.  The  alternative  runs,  simply:  The 
universe  is  arranged  in  an  orderly  .  .  .  way."^  So  it  would  seem, 
inevitably,  in  every  case.  Is  there  any  escape  from  this  theological 
dilemma? 

The  answer  to  the  problem  of  maintaining  factual  content  and 
at  the  same  time  supernatural  reference  for  theological  language 
has  sometimes  been  sought  by  theists  in  certain  unique  sorts  of  ex- 
perience: mystical  intuitions,  visions,  or  miracles.  But  no  escape 
from  the  theological  impasse  is  offered  even  here. 

Mystical  intuitions,  first,  fail  to  provide  for  meaningful  talk  about 
a  "supernatural  being"  both  because  the  statements  which  are  based 
on  such  experiences  fail  to  exhibit  the  characteristics  of  a  factually 
meaningful  statement  and  because  there  is  no  ground  for  exempt- 
ing "introspective"  experience  from  the  demands  on  any  experience. 
A  meaningful  synthetic  proposition,  as  we  have  seen,  is  required  by 
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verificational  analysis  to  offer  the  possibility  of  relevant  experience 
concerning  its  testing.  But  the  statements  which  claim  factual 
content  on  the  basis  of  mystic  intuition  fail  to  meet  this  standard. 
As  Ayer  puts  it,  "We  do  not  deny  a  priori  that  the  mystic  is  able 
to  discover  truths  by  his  own  special  methods.  We  wait  to  hear 
what  are  the  propositions  which  embody  his  discoveries,  in  order  to 
see  whether  they  are  verified  or  confuted  by  our  empirical  observa- 
tions. But  the  mystic,  so  far  from  producing  propositions  which  are 
empirically  verified,  is  unable  to  produce  any  intelligible  proposi- 
tions at  all."2 

Even  if  the  mystic  were  able  to  frame  his  words  in  the  utmost 
sobriety,  however,  verificational  analysis  could  not  accept  the  claim 
that  the  factual  content  of  his  statements  in  any  way  referred  to 
the  supernatural.  Why  should  "introspective"  experience  be  thought 
to  be  any  more  "supernatural"  than  public  experience  of  natural 
regularities?  Alasdair  Maclntyre  objects  that 

.  .  .  the  point  of  the  experience  is  allegedly  that  it  conveys  information 
about  something  other  than  the  experience,  namely  about  the  ways  of 
God.  Now  an  experience  of  a  distinctively  "mental"  kind,  a  feeling-state 
or  an  image  cannot  of  itself  yield  us  any  information  about  anything 
other  than  the  experience.^ 

Ayer  adds  ironically, 

The  theist  .  .  .  may  believe  that  his  experiences  are  cognidve  experi- 
ences, but,  unless  he  can  formulate  his  "knowledge"  in  propositions  that 
are  empirically  verifiable,  we  may  be  sure  that  he  is  deceiving  himself. 
It  follows  that  those  philosophers  who  fill  their  books  with  assertions 
that  they  intuitively  "know"  this  or  that  .  .  .  religious  "truth"  are  merely 
providing  material  for  the  psycho-analyst.^ 

Mystic  intuition  is  ruled  out,  then,  as  providing  factual  founda- 
tion for  theological  language.  It  offers  no  basis  for  predictions  con- 
cerning possible  verifying  sense-experiences,  and  it  is  no  more  able 
than  is  any  other  kind  of  experience  to  support  inferences  concern- 
ing some  being  beyond  all  possible  experience.  Therefore,  "in  de- 
scribing his  vision  the  mystic  does  not  give  us  any  information  about 
the  external  world;  he  merely  gives  us  indirect  information  about 
the  condition  of  his  own  mind."® 

Ayer's  use  of  the  term  "vision"  in  the  above  quotation  reminds 
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US  of  a  second  traditional  theistic  claim  to  valid  knowledge  of  the 
supernatural.  What  of  "visions"  which  differ  from  those  of  the 
mystic's  introspective  ecstasy  by  being  apparently  sense-perceived 
or — occasionally — even  perceived  publicly  by  an  army  or  a  throng 
of  pilgrims?  In  these  cases  is  not  the  God  beyond  all  possible  ex- 
perience inferred  as  legitimately  as  is  the  far  side  of  the  moon  from 
our  experiences  of  this  side  of  the  moon,  or  an  invisible  fire  from 
perceived  smoke? 

Again  the  reply  from  the  logic  of  verificational  analysis  is  nega- 
tive. Alasdair  Maclntyre  admits  that  superficially  an  inference  from 
visible  phenomena  to  the  invisible  facts  in  the  natural  realm  seems 
to  offer  a  logical  precedent  for  an  inference  from  religious  visions 
to  supernatural  realities;  but  the  logical  statuses  of  the  two  are  in 
fact  radically  dissimilar.  Where  we  legitimately  infer  the  invisible 
from  the  visible  it  is  because  we  have  prior  experiential  reasons  to 
believe  in  some  connection  between  the  two:  we  have  seen  smoke 
rising  from  a  fire  before  we  infer  fire  from  smoke  alone.  In  the  case 
of  religious  visions, 

...  in  order  to  infer  the  divine  from  an  apparition  we  should  have  to 
have  experience  of  a  connection  between  them  in  the  way  in  which  we 
do  have  experience  of  the  connection  between  smoke  and  fires.  But  what 
we  experience  and  all  that  we  experience  is  the  vision,  and  if  indeed  we 
had  the  additional  experience  of  the  divine  which  we  should  need  in 
order  to  assert  that  it  was  indeed  the  author  of  the  vision,  we  should 
presumably  not  require  the  vision  to  tell  us  of  the  divine.^ 

No  sort  of  correlation  of  the  vision  with  other  observable  phenomena 
would  add  an  ounce  of  weight  to  the  vision's  authority  concerning 
the  invisible.  Not  even  amazing  predictive  power  made  possible  by 
a  vision  supposed  to  reveal  God  could  show  that  such  predictions 
were  actually  from  God  and  not  some  other  source.  A  radical  divi- 
sion is  set  between  language  concerning  the  observable  and  that 
concerning  the  (in  principle)  unobservable.  "Visions  are  but  one 
set  of  phenomena  which  may  or  may  not  be  correlated  with  other 
phenomena,  but  they  no  more  than  any  other  occurrence  lead  us 
beyond  the  world  of  experience."^ 

Inferences  from  visions,  arguments  from  mystic  intuitions,  and 
claims  based  on  very  general  facts  about  the  world  may  not  provide 
an  experiential  base  adequate  to  support  meaningful  assertions 
about  the  supernatural,  but  can  any  facts  serve  more  powerfully 
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to  undergird  the  factual  significance  of  theological  assertions  than 
miraculous  events?  Here  are  overt  public  occurrences,  not  tarnished 
with  subjectivity,  which  seem  to  demand  an  explanation  in  terms 
of  the  supernatural.  And  if  these  events  can  best  be  explained  by 
reference  to  "God,"  then  the  claims  made  for  mystic  experience, 
visions,  and  evidences  from  nature  would  appear  to  be  vindicated. 

Once  again  the  logic  of  verificational  analysis  rules  out  this  sug- 
gestion. But  not,  as  may  be  supposed,  by  denying  a  priori  that 
miraculous  events  may  have  occurred.  It  is  at  least  logically  possible, 
all  must  admit,  that  water  may  have  poured  from  a  rock  struck  by 
Moses  in  the  desert,  that  lepers  may  have  been  made  clean,  that 
the  blind  may  have  been  gifted  suddenly  with  sight.  These  alleged 
events  may  properly  be  called  "miracles"  simply  because  if  they 
happened  their  happening  could  not  adequately  be  explained  in 
terms  of  the  laws  of  contemporary  scientific  theory.  But  is  a  super- 
natural explanation  then  required,  supposing  that  the  report  of 
these  events  is  veridical?  There  can  be  no  such  logical  requirement. 
If  there  were,  the  "explanation"  would  become  part  of  the  very 
definition  of  the  event  and  the  theological  question  would  be  grossly 
begged.  The  explanation  for  an  event  must  always  be  kept  logically 
distinct  from  the  report  of  the  occurrence  of  that  event.  This  being 
so,  we  must  admit  at  least  the  logical  possibility  of  explaining  "mira- 
cles" as  natural  occurrences. 

But  what,  more  precisely,  is  meant  by  a  "natural  occurrence"? 
Patrick  Nowell-Smith  warns  us  not  to  confuse  the  "natural"  with 
what  is  explainable  at  any  given  time  by  scientific  doctrine.  Such  a 
definition  would  be  entirely  too  narrow:  it  would  lead  one  to  the 
absurd  position  that  many  events  are  "natural"  today  which  were 
"supernatural"  a  few  years  ago  and  that  much  that  is  genuinely 
"supernatural"  today  will  become  entirely  "natural"  in  the  future 
if  science  continues  to  progress.  The  best  definition  of  the  "natural," 
therefore,  is  a  methodological  one.  On  this  definition  any  event  is 
natural  if  it  is  open  in  principle  to  the  scientific  method  of  expla- 
nation. 

To  make  our  concept  of  the  "natural"  (and,  correspondingly, 
the  "supernatural")  more  precise,  we  shall  have  to  digress  briefly 
to  examine  the  logical  character  of  a  scientific  explanation.  But 
this  digression  more  than  anything  else  may  make  clear  why  verifi- 
cational analysis  firmly  rejects  all  attempts  to  claim  "the  super- 
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natural"  as  an  explanation  for  miraculous  events — or  for  any  events 
at  all. 

Scientific  method  requires,  first,  an  element  of  predictability  or 
at  least  the  specification  of  some  experience  which  might  in  prin- 
ciple verify  or  refute  the  proposed  explanation.  This  requirement 
safeguards  one  of  the  prime  characteristics  of  scientific  explanation : 
its  specificity.  Verificational  analysis  provides  a  logical  account  of 
why  an  explanation,  if  it  is  to  explain,  must  explain  some  events 
and  not  others:  if  a  theory  is  open  to  confirmation  by  any  experi- 
ence whatsoever,  it  is  saying  nothing  in  particular.  But  to  say  noth- 
ing in  particular  is  equivalent  to  saying  nothing  at  all!  For  this 
reason  all  explanations  which  are  logically  able  to  explain — able, 
that  is,  to  have  a  definite  factual  meaning — must  be  of  limited 
generality.  Would-be  "explanations"  of  unlimited  generality  sacrifice 
their  specificity  by  flabbily  allowing  any  experience,  indiscriminately, 
to  "verify"  them.  And  in  so  doing  they  unwittingly  sacrifice  their 
power  genuinely  to  explain.  Fortunately,  scientific  method  inher- 
ently requires  this  specificity  by  insisting  that  some  particular  ex- 
periences be  capable  in  principle  of  verifying  or  falsifying  any 
proposed  explanation.  Even  the  most  wide-ranging  explanations  of 
science — the  law  of  gravitation,  for  example — are  far  from  destroy- 
ing themselves  by  pretending  to  an  unlimited  generality.  "Gravita- 
tion accounts  for  many  things,  yet  not  for  a  fraction  of  all  the  things 
there  are."® 

Second,  scientific  method  requires  that  a  theory,  if  it  is  truly  to 
explain,  must  permit  expansibility;  that  is,  application  must  be 
found  for  a  would-be  explanation  beyond  the  data  which  originally 
demanded  it.  Without  a  capacity  for  expansion  an  alleged  "expla- 
nation" becomes  no  more  than  an  ad  hoc  label  for  a  specific 
phenomenon  ofTered  in  lieu  of  a  real  explanation.  Moliere  was  on 
strong  logical  ground,  therefore,  when  he  ridiculed  the  seventeenth- 
century  medical  profession  for  allegedly  "explaining"  events  by 
constructing  impressive  names  for  them.  To  "explain"  the  phe- 
nomenon of  sleep  by  a  "dormative  agency,"  or  the  assimilation  of 
nourishment  by  "digestive  potency" — or,  better  still,  by  impressive 
Latin  equivalents — is  no  more  than  to  disguise  ignorance  of  genuine 
explanations.  An  excellent  example  of  an  explanation  often  proved 
capable  of  expansibility  as  well  as  of  predictability  and  specificity 
is,  once  again,  the  law  of  gravitation.  The  reach  of  the  theory 
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which  Newton  advanced  on  the  basis  of  relatively  few  data  has 
expanded  vastly  beyond  the  legendary  falling  apple.  It  accounts 
not  only  for  particular  falling  events  on  earth  but  also  for  the  ac- 
tivity of  other  members  of  the  solar  system  and  the  far-off  galaxies; 
it  permits  experimental  confirmation  in  the  laboratory;  it  allows 
precise  measurements  of  the  gravitational  constant.  And  we  have 
no  difficulty  in  conceiving  experiences  which  would  tend  to  falsify 
it  ("falling"  up,  and  so  on),  though  we  know  that  the  actual  occur- 
rence of  these  experiences  is  immensely  improbable. 

A  third  essential  characteristic  of  scientific  method  is  subsumption 
of  the  explained  phenomenon  under  a  uniformity  or,  as  John 
Hospers  insists,  a  "law."  A  true  explanation  in  response  to  the  ques- 
tions "how"  and  "why"  will  not  merely  show  similarities  between 
the  familiar  and  the  unfamiliar.  This  understanding  of  explanation 
is  both  too  relativistic  and  too  narrow:  too  relativistic  because  it 
would  make  the  validity  of  an  explanation  (a  logical  question) 
dependent  on  what  happens  to  be  familiar  to  this  person  or  to  that 
(a  psychological  question) ;  too  narrow  because  it  is  sometimes  the 
more  familiar  phenomenon  (air  pressure  in  a  tire)  which  requires 
explanation  in  terms  of  the  less  familiar  (the  molecular  theory  of 
gases),  not  vice  versa.  Equally  unsatisfactory  is  the  demand  that 
explanation — even  of  the  question  "why" — always  be  in  terms  of 
purpose.  Relative  to  physical  events  such  purposive  explanations 
either  beg  the  theological  question  at  issue  by  postulating  a  divine 
purpose  or  relapse  into  an  animism  ("The  stone  sinks  in  water  be- 
cause it  wants  to  go  down")  which  explains  nothing  at  all  ("Why 
didn't  it  want  to  go  up?").  With  reference  to  human  beings,  ex- 
planations on  the  basis  of  purpose  may  be  to  the  point,  but  what 
makes  even  such  explanations  truly  explanatory  is  the  implicit  sub- 
sumption  of  purposive  behavior  under  a  uniformity  discovered  in 
the  class  of  purposive  beings:  viz.,  when  someone  has  a  purpose 
he  normally  acts  so  as  to  achieve  this  purpose.  If  it  were  not  for 
this  familiar  uniformity,  it  would  not  explain  why  John  went  to 
the  store  merely  to  assert  that  it  was  his  purpose  to  buy  ice  cream. 
The  subsumption  of  the  act  under  a  uniformity  is  logically  more 
important  than  the  discovery  of  purpose,  therefore,  even  in  answer 
to  the  question  "why";  and  it  is  this  logical  feature  of  explanation 
which,  together  with  predictability,  specificity,  and  expansibility,  is 
most  typical  of  scientific  explanation. 
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Now  we  may  return  to  our  original  question:  must  miracles  be 
explained  in  terms  of  the  supernatural?  Patrick  Nowell-Smith's 
answer  is  forthright:  not  only  is  it  logically  possible  that  miracles 
be  explained  as  natural  events  (that  is,  events  open  in  principle  to 
methods  of  explanation  as  reviewed  above),  but  also  it  is  logically 
necessary  that  they  be  given  a  natural  explanation  if  they  are  to  be 
genuinely  explained  at  all.  What,  after  all,  is  the  theist's  own  atti- 
tude toward  alleged  miraculous  events?  First,  the  theist  rejects  all 
right  to  predictions  concerning  them;  sometimes  miracles  occur, 
sometimes  not — it  is  up  to  "God's  inscrutable  will"  whether  or  not 
such  events  happen.  To  conduct  an  experiment  with  prayer  (or  to 
throw  oneself  down  from  the  pinnacle  of  the  temple  to  test  God's 
readiness  to  perform  a  miracle,  as  Christ  refused  to  do)  is  to  "tempt 
God,"  an  impious  act  which,  if  followed  through  unsuccessfully, 
offers  no  falsification  of  theistic  claims.  Second,  the  theist  shrinks 
from  granting  his  so-called  supernatural  "explanation"  expansibility. 
That  Peter  walked  on  the  water  for  a  time  does  not  have  anything 
to  do  with  the  insects  which  flit  over  the  surface  of  ponds  or  with 
the  dynamics  of  our  walking  with  snowshoes.  Third,  no  subsump- 
tion  under  lawful  regularities  may  be  established  about  miraculous 
events  even  on  the  theist's  own  view.  Those  "healed  by  prayer"  do 
not  uniformly  gain  sudden  wealth  as  well;  specified  circumstances 
like  dearth  of  potables  at  a  wedding  are  not  regularly  associated  with 
other  happenings  like  water  turning  into  wine.  At  every  point, 
miracles  are  carefully  excluded  (by  the  theist  himself)  from  the 
possibility  of  possessing  the  characteristics  required  of  a  natural 
explanation.  And  this  is  quite  understandable.  If  he  failed  to  do 
this — if,  that  is,  "miraculous"  events  were  admitted  by  the  theist 
to  be  in  principle  open  to  following  a  pattern  of  predictable  uni- 
formity, to  offering  significant  expansibility  into  other  areas  of  ex- 
perience, to  being  subsumed  under  a  law — then  the  unusual  events 
traditionally  called  "miracles"  would  no  longer  be  in  principle 
beyond  the  scope  of  natural  science.  They  would  instead  be  odd 
natural  happenings  seeking  some  kind  of  natural  explanations.  The 
theist's  firm  rejection  of  predictability,  expansibility,  and  uniformity, 
therefore,  is  vital  to  his  position;  he  is  not  interested  in  natural 
explanations  but  in  his  supernatural  explanation. 

But  can  the  appeal  to  the  "supernatural"  even  in  principle  act  as 
an  explanation?  Manifestly  not!  A  name  ("supernatural")  is  being 
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offered  for  application  to  these  events,  but  the  logical  structure 
which  might  have  made  this  name  more  than  a  tendentious  label 
(in  the  tradition  of  "dormative  powers")  has  been  carefully  evacu- 
ated. The  "supernatural,"  as  we  have  repeatedly  seen,  can,  on  the 
logic  of  verificational  analysis,  have  no  factual  meaning  since  no 
experience  of  it  per  se  is  in  principle  possible  and  since  any  ex- 
perience alleged  relevant  to  it  turns  out  to  be  inadequate  to  support 
any  factual  significance  beyond  the  experience  itself.  As  an  expla- 
nation, the  "supernatural"  offers  no  basis  for  specificity.  Are  mira- 
cles relevant  experience?  So  are  all  natural  events,  if  God  sustains 
the  universe.  The  theistic  explanation  eliminates  itself  as  a  genuine 
explanation,  for  verificational  analysis,  by  its  claim  of  unlimited 
generality  as  well  as  by  its  lack  of  capacity  for  expansibility  and 
subsumption.  Patrick  Nowell-Smith  summarizes:  "If  miracles  are 
'lawful'  it  should  be  possible  to  state  the  laws;  if  not,  the  alleged 
explanation  amounts  to  a  confession  that  they  are  inexplicable. "^° 
The  analysis  of  factual  meaning  which  verificational  analysis  sup- 
plies has  effectively  blocked  every  attempt  at  making  significant 
assertions  about  "the  supernatural"  or  about  a  transcendent  "God." 
Where  the  theist  claims  that  he  refers  to  definite  experiences,  the 
meaning  of  his  language  apparently  is  wholly  exhausted  by  reference 
to  these  experiences — it  never  "breaks  through"  to  the  "beyond." 
And  where  the  theist  is  concerned  solely  with  the  inexperienceable 
"beyond,"  he  finds  that  on  the  logic  of  verificational  analysis  his 
words  are  totally  empty  of  factual  meaning.  It  would  appear  that 
theological  discourse  must  be  judged  a  failure  if  its  aim  is  to  state 
anything  literally  significant  about  a  distinctive  supernatural  subject 
matter. 


II 

A  characteristic  claim  of  theists  has  been  that  their  statements 
express  necessary  truths.  But  verificational  analysis  is  employed  to 
show  not  only  that  this  claim  must  be  rejected,  in  so  far  as  the 
statements  of  theological  discourse  purport  to  state  facts  about  exist- 
ence, but  also  that  theological  language  inevitably  becomes  involved 
in  logical  contradiction  and  thus  in  necessary  falsehood.  If  this 
attack  can  be  made  to  stick,  then,  it  is  clear,  there  is  no  longer  even 
room  for  agnosticism  (as  there  might  be  if  the  factual  emptiness  of 
theological  language  were  its  only  defect),  since  a  contradiction  is 
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not  even  capable  of  expressing  a  logical  possibility.  Such  a  situation, 
J.  L.  Mackie  contends,  would  mean  that  the  theist  "must  now  be 
prepared  to  believe,  not  merely  what  cannot  be  proved,  but  what 
can  be  disproved  from  other  beliefs  that  he  also  holds. "^^ 

Mackie  chooses  the  problem  of  evil  as  an  illustration  of  the 
analytic  difficulties  present  within  theological  discourse.  This  ancient 
theological  conundrum,  Mackie  tells  us,  is  essentially  a  logical  prob- 
lem, consisting  in  reconciling  three  equally  essential  theological 
statements.  It  arises  only  when  all  three  are  asserted,  yet  not  to 
assert  all  three  conjointly  is  unthinkable  for  the  theist:  (1)  God  is 
omnipotent,  (2)  God  is  wholly  good,  and  (3)  evil  exists.  Mackie's 
analysis  requires  three  further  "quasi-logical  rules"  connecting  the 
premises:  (a)  good  is  opposed  to  evil,  (b)  a  good  thing  always 
eliminates  evil  as  far  as  it  can,  and  (c)  there  are  no  limits  (short 
of  the  logically  impossible)  to  what  an  omnipotent  being  can  do. 
To  deny  any  of  the  premises,  of  course,  is  to  escape  the  problem  of 
evil;  that  is,  to  deny  the  omnipotence  of  God  (impossible  for  tradi- 
tional theism),  to  deny  that  God  is  wholly  good  (still  more  out- 
rageous to  the  theologian),  or  to  deny  the  existence  of  evil  would 
free  the  believer  from  his  logical  snare.  The  first  two  are  out  of  the 
question  for  the  traditional  theist.  The  third  alternative  has  been 
tried,  but  at  a  price  which  raises  many  more  problems.  Consistently 
to  affirm  that  there  is  no  such  thing  as  evil,  that  it  is  really  "good 
misunderstood"  or  somehow  illusory,  releases  one  from  the  problem 
of  evil,  Mackie  insists,  only  at  a  cost  of  cutting  the  nerve  of  reality 
and  deadening  for  the  believer  the  moral  seriousness  of  existence. 

As  opposed  to  these  possible — but,  for  the  theist,  self-defeating 
— escapes  from  the  logical  toils  of  the  problem  of  evil,  there  are 
the  various  attempts  of  the  theologian  to  avoid  admitting  the  logical 
impossibility  of  his  position.  In  each  case,  according  to  Mackie, 
these  prove  to  be  unsatisfactory.  "In  these,  one  of  the  constituent 
propositions  is  explicitly  rejected,  but  it  is  covertly  re-asserted  or 
assumed  elsewhere  in  the  system."^^ 

Mackie  distinguishes  four  primary  fallacious  pseudo  solutions 
often  employed  by  theistic  apologists.  First,  there  is  the  claim  that 
"good  cannot  exist  without  evil"  or  that  "evil  is  necessary  as  a 
counterpart  to  good."  Such  an  answer  is  ruled  out  if  God  is  sup- 
posed also  to  be  the  author  of  logical  necessity,  for  if  he  is  Creator 
of  logic  then  he  could  have  prevented  by  fiat  the  presumed  logical 
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necessity  that  "good"  could  not  exist  without  its  logical  counterpart 
(if  such  it  really  is).  Even  if  we  admit,  furthermore,  that  God's 
omnipotence  may  legitimately  be  limited  by  logical  necessity  (as 
Mackie  does),  this  attempted  answer  in  effect  involves  a  redefini- 
tion of  "good"  so  that  it  is  no  longer  an  absolute  quality  characteriz- 
ing God  and  opposed  by  "evil,"  but  only  a  relative  adjective  gaining 
its  meaning  through  contrast,  just  as  "great"  and  "small"  cannot 
exist  without  each  other. 

But  in  this  sense  greatness  is  not  a  quality,  not  an  intrinsic  feature  of 
anything;  and  it  would  be  absurd  to  think  of  a  movement  in  favour  of 
greatness  and  against  smallness  in  this  sense.  Such  a  movement  would  be 
self-defeating,  since  relative  greatness  can  be  promoted  only  by  a  simul- 
taneous promotion  of  relative  smallness.  I  feel  sure  that  no  theists  would 
be  content  to  regard  God's  goodness  as  analogous  to  this — as  if  what  he 
supports  were  not  the  good  but  the  better,  and  as  if  he  had  the  paradoxi- 
cal aim  that  all  things  should  be  better  than  other  things.^^ 

A  second  attempt  at  solving  the  problem  of  evil  is  by  treating 
evil  so  that  "evil  is  necessary  as  a  means  to  good."  Such  an  answer 
still  more  severely  restricts  God's  power;  God  is  not  only  to  be  sub- 
servient to  logical  necessity  in  this  case  but  now  to  be  restricted  by 
causal  laws.  In  sum:  "the  suggestion  that  evil  is  necessary  as  a 
means  to  good  solves  the  problem  of  evil  only  by  denying  one  of 
its  constituent  propositions,  either  that  God  is  omnipotent  or  that 
'omnipotent'  means  what  it  says."^* 

Third,  Mackie  finds  that  some  theists  hope  to  defend  their  logical 
respectability  by  the  assertion:  "the  universe  is  better  with  some 
evil  in  it  than  it  could  be  if  there  were  no  evil."  Evil,  on  this  view, 
makes  possible  the  virtues  of  sympathy,  benevolence,  heroism,  and 
the  like,  which  arise  only  when  challenged  by  evil.  Again,  evil  makes 
a  heightened  spiritual  sensitivity  possible,  as  in  aesthetic  contrast, 
because  of  the  "dissonances"  written  into  the  "symphony"  of  the 
universe.  God's  goodness  and  omnipotence  are  devoted  to  maximiz- 
ing the  higher  goods  (heroism,  sympathy,  and  so  on)  which  emerge 
thanks  to  the  fact  of  the  lower  evils  (pain,  disease,  and  the  like), 
provided  by  God  to  this  end. 

Mackie  holds  that  this  "solution"  fails,  however,  since  there  are 
not  only  "higher"  virtues  but  also  "higher"  vices.  Yet  if  God  were 
wholly  omnipotent  and  good  these  "higher"  evils  (cruelty,  callous- 
ness, cowardice)  would  be  eliminated  by  him.  If  it  is  answered  that 
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"higher  evils"  are  simply  challenges  to  "still  higher"  goods,  then 
we  are  on  our  way  into  a  logically  untenable  infinite  regress,  since 
for  every  order  of  good  there  must  be  a  logically  possible  evil  (its 
lack  or  opposite) . 

Finally,  we  must  turn  to  the  answer  made  by  the  theologian  to 
the  problem  of  evil:  God  supposedly  limits  himself  through  his 
desire  to  grant  man  a  free  will.  It  is  better,  theists  say,  that  men 
should  be  free — and  this  logically  involves  that  they  be  able  some- 
times to  err  and  commit  evil — than  that  men  should  be  merely 
innocent  automata,  acting  rightly  in  a  wholly  determined  way. 
God's  omnipotence  is  self-limiting  in  the  expression  of  his  goodness 
when  he  grants  the  practical  possibility  of  evil  in  order  that  the 
good  which  man  does  may  be  morally  worthful  and  not  simply 
deterministically  produced.  But,  Mackie  asks,  is  the  theist's  assump- 
tion correct  that  the  possibility  of  evil  is  a  logically  necessary  ac- 
companiment of  freedom? 

If  God  has  made  men  such  that  in  their  free  choices  they  sometimes 
prefer  what  is  good  and  sometimes  what  is  evil,  why  could  he  not  have 
made  men  such  that  they  always  freely  choose  the  good?^^ 

God  might  have  chosen,  that  is,  to  make  men  who  would  act  freely 
but  always  rightly*  "Clearly,  his  failure  to  avail  himself  of  this 
possibility  is  inconsistent  with  his  being  both  omnipotent  and  wholly 
good."i« 

Even  more,  if  God  has  given  free  will  to  men,  does  this  mean 
that  he  can  not  or  will  not  prevent  evil  actions?  On  the  first  alter- 
native, he  is  not  omnipotent  or  "self-limiting"  but  is  externally 
limited  in  his  power;  on  the  second,  he  is  not  combating  evil  to 
the  limit  of  his  ability.  The  first  alternative  is  impossible  to  the 
theist  because  of  its  incompatibility  with  the  omnipotence  of  God, 
but  the  second  is  ruled  out  for  him  because  of  what,  in  other  con- 
texts, he  says  about  sin;  that  is,  if  God  is  actually  doing  better  to 
allow  an  evil  act  to  occur  (for  the  sake  of  freedom)  than  he  would 
be  if  he  thwarted  freedom  to  prevent  sin,  then  sin  and  evil  are  not 
really  the  prime  opponents  of  the  goodness  of  God  but  something 
else — perhaps  "unfreedom." 

Such  is  the  dilemma  as  Mackie  portrays  it,  on  which  the  theist 

*  For  further  discussion  and  criticism  of  this  point  see  Chap.  9. 
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finds  himself  poised  by  his  attempts  to  retain  his  language  about 
God  at  all  points  without  violating  what  he  wants  to  say  about  the 
seriousness  of  sin  and  the  reality  of  evil.  Quite  aside  from  epistemo- 
logical  issues,  Mackie  concludes,  the  theistic  position  is  unable  to 
maintain  even  its  analytic  consistency  under  examination. 

Verificational  analysis  has  yet  more  startling  techniques  for  ex- 
hibiting the  logically  necessary  falsity  of  theological  discourse.  The 
logical  techniques  of  this  form  of  analysis  no  longer  leave  room  for 
attitudes  of  "tentative  surmise  and  doubt,"  according  to  J.  N.  Find- 
lay.  Not  only  can  verificational  analysis  show  that  the  language  of 
theism  must  fail  when  it  sets  out  to  prove  the  existence  of  God,  but 
— turning  the  tables — it  can  be  used  to  prove  conclusively  that  the 
existence  of  such  a  being  is  logically  impossible. 

For  we  shall  try  to  show  that  the  Divine  Existence  can  only  be  con- 
ceived, in  a  religiously  satisfactory  manner,  if  we  also  conceive  it  as  some- 
thing inescapable  and  necessary,  whether  for  thought  or  reality.  From 
which  it  follows  that  our  modern  denial  of  necessity  or  rational  evidence 
for  such  an  existence  amounts  to  a  demonstration  that  there  cannot  be 
a  God.i' 

This  logical  argument  for  the  non-existence  of  God  here  out- 
lined by  Findlay  consists  in  two  major  steps:  First,  God  must  be 
explicitly  defined  so  that  the  existence  of  the  God  of  theism  and 
not  that  of  the  various  gods  of  idolatry  is  clearly  at  issue.  The  God 
of  theism  is  definable,  says  Findlay,  as  the  being  who  is  the  "ade- 
quate object  of  religious  attitudes. "^^  What  are  these  attitudes? 
They  are  attitudes  of  total  commitment,  abasement,  deference,  and 
wholehearted  devotion.  They  require,  on  the  part  of  the  theist, 
that  God,  to  be  correspondingly  appropriate  to  such  unconditional 
attitudes,  not  only  must  be  superior  to  the  worshiper  but  must 
exceed  men  and  all  other  things  in  a  qualitatively  different  way, 
not  in  any  relative  sense  of  superiority.  Any  limited  being  would 
be  out  of  the  question;  theism  rejects  the  notion  of  a  finite  God  as 
inappropriate  or  inadequate  to  the  religious  attitude. 

And  hence  we  are  led  on  irresistibly  to  demand  that  our  religious  ob- 
ject should  have  an  unsurpassable  supremacy  along  all  avenues,  that  it 
should  tower  infinitely  above  all  other  objects.^^ 

Such  infinite  Being  must  not  be  one  among  many  but  all-compre- 
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hensive;  it  cannot  merely  happen  to  exist  but  must  be  necessary 
existence. 

God  mustn't  merely  cover  the  territory  of  the  actual,  but  also,  with 
equal  comprehensiveness,  the  territory  of  the  possible.  And  not  only  must 
the  existence  of  other  things  be  unthinkable  without  him,  but  his  own 
non-existence  must  be  wholly  unthinkable  in  any  circumstances.  There 
must,  in  short,  be  no  conceivable  alternative  to  an  existence  properly 
termed  "divine":  God  must  be  wholly  inescapable,  as  we  remarked  pre- 
viously, whether  for  thought  or  reality,  ^o 

The  second  step  of  the  argument  is  to  remind  ourselves  of  the 
logical  relation  shown  by  verificational  analysis  to  hold  between 
"necessity"  and  existence.  Wherever  language  is  appropriate  to  deal 
with  the  world  of  fact,  we  remember,  it  does  so  by  means  of  syn- 
thetic propositions.  But  synthetic  propositions  never  allow  for  neces- 
sity, only  for  greater  or  less  degrees  of  probability.  No  matter  how 
probable  a  statement  about  any  fact  of  existence,  it  is  never  beyond 
our  conceiving  that  it  might  be  proved  false  by  a  future  experience; 
but  this  means  that  it  can  never  be  a  necessary  statement.  Necessity, 
safety  from  all  possibility  of  disproof  by  experience,  we  saw  to  reside 
only  in  analytic  statements.  But  such  statements  have  no  dealings 
with  existence;  they  are  only  reports  of  decisions  concerning  our 
use  of  language.  "Necessity"  and  "existence"  are  logically  incom- 
patible notions!  Each  is  legitimate  in  its  owti  context,  just  as 
"round"  and  "square"  are  meaningful  when  properly  used;  but 
when  combined,  the  expression  "necessary  existence"  is  as  absurd 
as  is  "round  square"! 

The  religious  frame  of  mind  seems,  in  fact,  to  be  in  a  quandary;  it 
seems  invincibly  determined  both  to  eat  its  cake  and  have  it.  It  desires 
the  Divine  Existence  both  to  have  that  inescapable  character  which  can,  on 
modern  views,  only  be  found  where  truth  reflects  an  arbitrary  convention, 
and  also  the  character  of  "making  a  real  difference"  which  is  only  pos- 
sible where  truth  doesn't  have  this  merely  linguistic  basis.  We  may  ac- 
cordingly deny  that  modern  approaches  allow  us  to  remain  agnostically 
poised  in  regard  to  God:  they  force  us  to  come  down  on  the  atheistic 
side.21 

God's   "necessary  existence"   is  logically — analytically — required  if 
God,  for  the  believer,  is  to  be  truly  the  God  of  theism;  but  this 


32  LANGUAGE,    LOGIC    AND   GOD 

"necessity"  is  logically  impossible.  Therefore,  Findlay  confidently 
concludes,  such  a  "necessary  being"  does  not  exist — or,  indeed,  even 
make  sense! 

Theological  discourse  has  utterly  failed,  according  to  verifica- 
tional  analysis,  in  its  analytic  as  well  as  its  synthetic  aspect.  Far 
from  expressing  necessary  truths,  it  becomes  ensnared  in  massive 
contradictions  and  in  futile  attempts  to  say  the  logically  impossible. 

Ill 

The  sorry  predicament  of  theological  discourse  is  readily  in- 
terpreted by  the  logic  of  verificational  analysis.  Factual  meaning  is 
lacking  for  theological  statements  because  of  theism's  inherent  vio- 
lation of  the  requirement  that  all  synthetic  propositions  be  open, 
in  principle,  to  verification  or  falsification  by  experience.  And  the 
logical  contradictions  within  theological  speech  arise  from  the  mis- 
guided attempt  to  discuss  a  pseudo  subject  matter  which  inevitably 
leads  all  who  will  follow  into  paradox  and  incomprehensibility.  The 
cause  for  this  theological  misuse  of  language  is  to  be  found  in  the 
emotions — for  emotive  meaning  is  the  only  "meaning"  which  theo- 
logical discourse  may  claim. 

Antony  Flew  diagnoses  the  source  of  the  logical  malady  which, 
according  to  verificational  analysis,  undermines  the  entire  language 
of  theism.  This  source,  according  to  Flew,  is  the  unfalsifiability  of 
theological  statements.  To  illustrate  his  position  Flew  paraphrases 
a  parable  told  originally  by  Professor  John  Wisdom: 

Once  upon  a  time  two  explorers  came  upon  a  clearing  in  the  jungle. 
In  the  clearing  were  growing  many  flowers  and  many  weeds.  One  ex- 
plorer says,  "Some  gardener  must  tend  this  plot."  The  other  disagrees, 
"There  is  no  gardener."  So  they  pitch  their  tents  and  set  a  watch.  No 
gardener  is  ever  seen.  "But  perhaps  he  is  an  invisible  gardener."  So  they 
set  up  a  barbed-wire  fence.  They  electrify  it.  They  patrol  it  with  blood- 
hounds. (For  they  remember  how  H.  G.  Wells's  The  Invisible  Man  could 
be  both  smelt  and  touched  though  he  could  not  be  seen.)  But  no  shrieks 
ever  suggest  that  some  intruder  has  received  a  shock.  No  movements  of 
the  wire  ever  betray  an  invisible  climber.  The  bloodhounds  never  give 
cry.  Yet  still  the  Believer  is  not  convinced.  "But  there  is  a  gardener, 
invisible,  intangible,  insensible  to  electric  shocks,  a  gardener  who  has  no 
scent  and  makes  no  sound,  a  gardener  who  comes  secretly  to  look  after 
the  garden  which  he  loves."  At  last  the  Sceptic  despairs,  "But  what  re- 
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mains  of  your  original  assertion?  Just  how  does  what  you  call  an  invisible, 
intangible,  eternally  elusive  gardener  differ  from  an  imaginary  gardener 
or  even  from  no  gardener  at  all?"^^ 

Such  a  story  illustrates  the  manner  in  which  language  may  in- 
itially assert  something  quite  definite  but  end,  after  a  slow  series 
of  retreats  from  falsification,  by  saying  nothing  at  all.  "Someone 
may  dissipate  his  assertion  completely  without  noticing  that  he  has 
done  so.  A  fine  brash  hypothesis  may  thus  be  killed  by  inches,  the 
death  by  a  thousand  qualifications."^^  If  the  meaning  of  a  state- 
ment is  identical  with  the  experiences  relevant  to  its  verification 
(or  what  is  logically  closely  connected,  as  we  noticed  earlier — its 
falsification),  then  gradually  to  remove  an  assertion  from  the  pos- 
sibility of  verification  or  falsification  is,  in  effect,  gradually  to  strip 
this  language  of  its  meaning.  Its  friends,  in  their  anxiety  to  prevent 
it  from  being  proved  false,  have  turned  its  worst  enemy  by  trans- 
forming it  from  vulnerable  meaningfulness  to  secure  vacuity! 

"And  in  this,  it  seems  to  me,  lies  the  peculiar  danger,  the  endemic 
evil,  of  theological  utterance."^*  In  earlier  days  prophets  might 
castigate  their  sinning  compatriots  by  announcing  that  a  flood  or 
a  crop  failure  was  God's  act  of  punishment  for  wickedness.  As  better 
natural  explanations  for  such  natural  events  have  become  available, 
however,  theistic  language  has  retreated  from  the  possibility  of 
falsification,  no  longer  promising  natural  disasters  to  follow  in  the 
wake  of  moral  disorders.  At  any  point  where  fact  might  tell  against 
the  language  of  theology,  theological  speech  is  hastily  qualified  to 
keep  it  from  falsification.  This  process  of  retreat  from  verification 
has  continued  to  such  a  point  that 

.  .  .  now  it  often  seems  to  people  who  are  not  religious  as  if  there  was 
no  conceivable  event  or  series  of  events  the  occurrence  of  which  would 
be  admitted  by  sophisticated  religious  people  to  be  a  sufficient  reason 
for  conceding  "There  wasn't  a  God  after  all"  or  "God  does  not  really 
love  us  then."25 

When  any  state  of  events  is  compatible  with  an  assertion,  then  the 
putative  assertion  is  either  analytic  or  meaningless. 

Someone  tells  us  that  God  loves  us  as  a  father  loves  his  children.  We 
are  reassured.  But  then  we  see  a  child  dying  of  inoperable  cancer  of  the 
throat.  His  earthly  father  is  driven  frantic  in  his  efforts  to  help,  but  his 
Heavenly  Father  reveals  no  obvious  sign  of  concern.  Some  qualification 
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is  made — Gods  love  is  "not  a  merely  human  love"  or  it  is  "an  inscrutable 
love,"  perhaps — and  we  realize  that  such  sufferings  are  quite  compatible 
with  the  truth  of  the  assertion  that  "God  loves  us  as  a  father  (but,  of 
course,  .  .  .)."  We  are  reassured  again.  But  then  perhaps  we  ask:  what 
is  this  assurance  of  God's  (appropriately  qualified)  love  worth,  what  is 
this  apparent  guarantee  really  a  guarantee  against?  Just  what  would  have 
to  happen  not  merely  (morally  and  wrongly)  to  tempt  but  also  (logically 
and  rightly)  to  entitle  us  to  say  "God  does  not  love  us"  or  even  "God 
does  not  exist" ?'^ 

Until  this  question  is  answered,  Flew  contends,  the  theist's  language 
is  doomed  by  its  slippery  compatibility  with  every  state  of  affairs 
to  be  empty  of  factual  meaning;  but  once  the  theist  ventures  to 
answer,  his  language  has  been  opened  to  falsification  and  thus  to 
probable  disproof. 

The  factual  vacuity  which  verificational  analysis  discovers  to  be 
intrinsic  to  theological  discourse  is  combined,  as  we  have  seen,  with 
an  analytically  contradictory  character.  The  cause  for  this  inevi- 
table failure  in  logical  consistency  is  traced  by  Bernard  Williams 
to  the  nature  of  the  supposed  subject  matter  of  theological  speech. 
At  root  theological  language  is,  as  we  have  seen,  "words-about- 
God";  but  any  such  language  will  be  destined  to  fall  into  "a  sort 
of  inherent  and  necessary  incomprehensibility,"^'^  according  to  Wil- 
liams, because  at  some  point  a  relation  of  some  kind  must  be 
postulated  between  supernatural  God  and  natural  world.  Perhaps 
the  relation  will  be  taken  to  be  the  Incarnation,  as  in  Christian 
doctrine;  perhaps,  more  generally,  the  relation  will  be  attempted 
merely  by  human  words  purporting  to  speak  about  "God."  But 
precisely  here  lies  the  rub : 

The  statement  of  these  relations  will  be  itself  unsatisfactory,  and  will 
involve  others  that  are  so:  because  the  concepts  required — of  fatherhood, 
for  instance,  and  of  love,  and  of  power — are  acquired  in  a  human  con- 
text; the  language  of  these  things  is  a  language  that  grows  and  is  used 
for  the  relations  of  humans  to  humans.  To  say  that,  while  this  is  so,  re- 
ligious language  requires  merely  an  extrapolation  from  the  human  con- 
text, is  not  to  solve  the  problem  but  to  pose  it  again.  For  the  extrapolation 
required  is  an  extrapolation  to  infinity,  and  in  even  trying  to  give  a  sense 
to  this  we  encounter  the  incomprehensibility.-^ 

This  incomprehensibility  is  often  excused — even  welcomed — by 
theists  on  the  ground  that  it  "leaves  room  for  faith."  Kierkegaard 
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and  his  modern  followers  glory  in  the  "supreme  absurdity"  that  the 
infinite  could  have  anything  to  do  with  the  finite.  Such  an  at- 
tempted answer  cannot  satisfy,  however,  since  faith  must  be  in 
something.  To  be  asked  to  have  faith  despite  logical  difficulties 
may  be  a  sufficiently  strange  request : 

But  it  is  a  stranger  request  to  ask  someone  by  faith  to  believe  something 
that  he  does  not  properly  understand;  for  what  is  it  that  he  is  being  asked 
to  believe?  Faith  might  be  a  way  of  believing  something,  as  opposed  to 
believing  it  on  evidences;  but  how  could  it  be  a  way  of  stepping  from 
what  is  understood  to  what  is  not  understood?^^ 

The  religious  person  must,  on  this  analysis,  seriously  consider  the 
question  "If  you  do  not  know  what  it  is  you  are  believing  on  faith, 
how  can  you  be  sure  that  you  are  believing  anything?"^*'  What  is 
the  difference  between  "believing"  something  incomprehensible  and 
"disbelieving"  it?  One  cannot  believe  that  "boojums  are  inflabu- 
lated,"  but  one  cannot  disbelieve  it  either.  One's  only  logically  ap- 
propriate stand  when  confronted  with  incomprehensibility  is  a 
demand  for  clarification;  "belief,"  even  with  the  best  of  good  will, 
must  wait  upon  the  provision  of  a  content  to  believe.  Thus  religious 
evasion — even  through  "blind  belief" — of  the  difficulties  met  by 
theological  discourse  in  offering  meaningful  content  is  ruled  out. 
"Blind  belief"  in  this  case  is  logically  equivalent  to  "blind  unbelief; 
both  are  sure  to  err. 

The  combined  weight  of  argument  from  the  perspective  of  verifi- 
cational  analysis  in  criticism  of  theological  discourse  convinces 
Thomas  McPherson,  among  many  others,  that  the  total  elimination 
of  this  language  has  been  effected.  "The  things  that  theologians 
try  to  say  (or  some  of  them)  belong  to  the  class  of  things  that  just 
cannot  be  said."^^  The  discovery,  as  McPherson  believes,  of  basic 
logical  maladies  within  theological  language  may  be  the  source  of 
profound  "worry"  to  theists;  but  for  this  he  offers  a  remedy.  "The 
way  out  of  the  worry  is  retreat  into  silence. "^^  This  is  a  startling 
suggestion,  perhaps;  it  involves  the  suicide  of  systematic  theology 
and  the  end  of  all  religious  talk.  But  such  an  outcome  should  not 
be  of  too  great  discouragement,  McPherson  says,  to  the  theist  who 
cares  more  for  worship  than  for  words.  In  support  of  this  point  he 
reminds  us  of  Rudolf  Otto's  insight  that  the  really  important  ele- 
ments in  religion  are  the  aspects  of  faith  which  cannot  be 
conceptualized.    In    destroying   theological    language   verificational 
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analysis  has  aided  the  truly  religious  person  by  preventing  the 
temptation  to  seek  God  in  the  wrong  places.  McPherson  insists  that 

...  a  branding  of  religious  assertions  as  "nonsense"  need  not  be  anti- 
religious.  It  can  be  interpreted  as  an  attack  on  those  who  in  the  name 
of  religion  are  perverting  religion.  It  can  be  interpreted  as  a  return  to 
the  truth  about  religion.  Otto  conceived  himself  in  The  Idea  of  the  Holy 
to  be  recovering  the  essential  element  in  religion — which  had  been  in 
danger  of  being  lost  under  a  cloud  of  rationalizing.  What  is  essential  about 
religion  is  its  non-rational  side,  the  part  that  cannot  be  .  .  .  put  into 
words.^^ 

McPherson,  as  we  have  seen,  hopes  to  soften  the  blow  which  he 
is  convinced  has  fallen  irrevocably  upon  theological  language  by 
arguing  that  this  fatal  thrust  from  verificational  analysis  can  be  of 
concern  only  to  a  few — or,  at  least,  only  to  those  halfhearted  be- 
lievers who  value  speech  above  the  sacred. 

But  is  this  argument  justified?  It  seems  to  me  that  theists  must 
at  last  face  the  issue  bluntly:  to  abandon  the  right  to  use  theologi- 
cal language  is  to  abandon  what  many  besides  professional  "religion- 
ists" take  to  be  the  most  important  aspects  of  their  religion.  First, 
the  loss  of  language  would  be  equivalent  to  the  loss  of  all  cognitive 
claims  for  religion;  no  longer  could  the  religious  person  hope  to 
know  or  even  believe  religious  "truths."  There  could  be  no  such 
thing  as  religious  "truths"  since  these  abstract  concepts  could  never 
be  formulated  by  a  religion  without  a  language.  Second,  what  would 
become  of  public  worship  without  language?  Public  worship  re- 
quires at  the  very  least  the  focusing  of  attention  on  common  con- 
cepts, shared  and  openly  acknowledged  by  the  group.  Even  this 
would  be  forfeit;  still  more  obviously  casualties  of  the  loss  of  lan- 
guage would  be  all  hymns,  verbal  prayer,  and  preaching.  Third, 
no  telling  to  one  another  of  the  "good  news"  of  one's  religion  would 
be  possible  without  language.  All  attempts  at  religious  conversation 
and  conversion  would  cease,  and  therefore  all  missionar)^  activity 
would  need  to  halt.  With  no  function  in  public  worship  or  in  mis- 
sions, organized  religion  would  be  radically  changed  in  character 
and  probably  gradually  "wither  away."  Fourth,  even  "private  re- 
ligion" would  need  radically  to  be  altered,  for  no  belief  could  be 
entertained,  even  privately,  without  the  vehicle  for  its  formulation. 
Private  prayer,  made  wordless,  would  become  no  more  than  vague 
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and  amorphous  feeling-states;  no  longer  could  one  even  find  re- 
ligious renewal  in  contemplating  one's  most  profound  convictions. 
The  importance  of  language  for  all  thought  may  sometimes  be  ex- 
aggerated, as,  for  example,  H.  H.  Price  skillfully  argues  in  Thinking 
and  Experience,  but  its  importance  for  higher  thought,  for  abstract 
thought,  for  disciplined  thought— for  distinctly  human  thought — 
cannot  be  overstated.  Abandoning  language  would  be  tantamount 
to  dismissing  religion  as  an  important  human  activity  and  substitut- 
ing, not  the  mystic's  high  ecstasy  forged  in  discipline,  contemplation, 
and  study,  but  the  formless  "rosy  glow"  of  "positive  thinking" — 
without  even  the  thought  to  think  positively ! 

These  are  some  of  the  consequences  which,  I  believe,  would  fol- 
low a  real  loss  of  theological  discourse.  Many  would  applaud  and 
consider  these  consequences  desirable;  many  more  would  be  pro- 
foundly disturbed  by  them.  But  whether  we  are  elated  or  depressed 
— or  indifferent — has  little  bearing  at  this  point.  A  powerful  philo- 
sophical attack  has  been  launched,  and  it  will  not  strengthen  or 
refute  it  to  cheer  or  to  deplore  the  effects  it  may  have  on  cherished 
beliefs  and  institutions. 

IV 

Before  we  proceed  to  examine  critically  the  foregoing  arguments 
against  theological  discourse  in  particular  and  the  logical  founda- 
tions of  verificational  analysis  in  general,  we  should  stop  to  consider 
whether  theological  speech  may  not  be  accommodated,  somehow, 
to  the  logic  of  verificational  analysis. 

David  Cox,  in  an  article  in  Mind,  recommends  the  verification 
principle  of  meaning  to  theologians,  on  condition  that  one  revision 
be  accepted  in  its  formulation:  the  requirement  that  some  sense- 
experience  be  relevant  to  any  meaningful  non-tautological  statement 
must  be  modified  to  allow  that  "an  ostensible  statement  of  fact  is 
significant  if,  and  only  if,  it  can,  in  principle,  be  verified  by  human 
experience."^*  Once  we  accept  this  version  of  the  verification 
principle,  admitting  more  kinds  of  experience  than  sense-experience 
to  be  capable  of  verifying  a  proposition,  the  threat  presented  by 
verificational  analysis  to  theological  discourse  is  removed.  Cox  be- 
lieves. Theologians  should  then  no  longer  hesitate  to  accept  the 
classification  of  their  language  into  either  analytic  rules,  on  the 
one  hand,   "that  is,  statements  which  indicate  in  what  ways  the 
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terms  of  theological  jargon  are  to  be  used,"^^  or  empirical  hy- 
potheses, on  tl:ie  other  hand,  "that  is,  significant  statements  which 
can  be  verified  by  human  experience. "^*^ 

Such  acceptance  would  involve  certain  sacrifices  on  the  part  of 
the  theologian,  Cox  admits  (such  as  the  readiness  to  "accept  the 
possibility  that  some  doctrines  may  be  non-significant"  and  the  will- 
ingness to  hold  their  doctrines  as  "always,  in  principle,  liable  to 
modification,  or  contradiction  by  subsequent  experience"),  but 
these  drawbacks  would  be  more  than  balanced  by  the  advantages 
which  would  accrue.  The  advantages  would  be  threefold:  first,  the 
apologetic  position  of  theology  would  be  immeasurably  strength- 
ened. Theological  language,  securely  rooted  in  human  experience, 
would  no  longer  be  vulnerable  to  the  hostility  of  verificational 
analysis.  The  most  radical  voices  of  criticism  would  be  silenced. 
Second,  theological  doctrine  would  be  brought  once  again  into 
relevance  to  human  life  and  ordinary  experience;  theistic  language 
would  no  longer  be  open  to  the  accusation  of  being  out  of  touch 
with  daily  existence.  And  third,  the  language  of  contemporary 
Christians  would  be  brought  back  into  the  service  of  the  same  func- 
tion for  which  the  earliest  formulators  of  theological  doctrine  used 
theirs:  to  safeguard  Christian  experience. 

Originally  Christian  doctrine  was  not  intended  to  provide  a  description 
of  what  might  be  called  "transcendent  reality."  ...  In  textbooks  and  in 
lectures  it  is  asserted  that  the  Christian  church  was  compelled  to  formu- 
late her  doctrines  in  order  to  "safeguard  Christian  experience."  ...  So 
long  as  doctrines  are  no  more  than  is  sufficient  for  the  purpose  of  safe- 
guarding experience  they  will  be  significant  by  the  test  of  the  verification 
principle.^' 

Thus  verificational  analysis,  employing  an  anti-metaphysical  weapon 
forged  by  the  early  logical  positivists,  forces  the  theologian  willy- 
nilly  to  return,  Cox  insists,  to  the  practices  of  the  early  Church. 
This  reformation  of  theology  may  come  from  without,  but  it  is  a 
reformation  to  be  welcomed. 

As  examples  of  the  amenability  of  theistic  language  to  analysis 
in  terms  of  possible  verifying  experience  Cox  offers  us  two  restate- 
ments of  traditional  doctrine  in  what  he  considers  readily  significant 
form.  First,  "God  exists"  may  be  treated  in  the  following  manner: 
the  rules  governing  the  use  of  "God"  will  initially  be  given,  stress- 
ing that  the  word  is  not  "rightly  to  be  used  except  in  such  phrases 
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as  'meeting  God,'  or  'encountering  God,'  or  'knowing  God'";^^ 
then  the  empirical  hypothesis,  reflecting  the  fact  that  many  human 
beings  have  had  experiences  which  are  Hke  "personal  encounter" 
but  lacking  the  sense-experiences  usually  associated  with  such  en- 
counter, may  be  stated:  "Some  men  and  women  have  had,  and  all 
may  have,  experiences  called  'meeting  God.'  "^^  In  this  restatement 
lies  all  the  empirical  significance  of  the  theistic  claim  that  "God 
exists" ;  more  is  superfluous. 

The  second  possible  example  of  doctrinal  restatement,  "God 
created  the  world  from  nothing,"  connects  human  experience  of 
"meeting  God"  with  daily  experiences  of  the  world  around  us.  Its 
original  purpose  was  "to  assert  that  the  world  is  God's  world,  and 
that  nothing  in  it  is  opposed  to  Him  if  it  is  properly  used."*" 

Now  if  we  assert  that  the  experience  called  "meeting  God"  can  be  re- 
garded as  the  encounter  with  a  person  who  has  a  concern  for  the  well- 
being  of  men,  then  we  can  state  the  doctrine  "God  created  the  world 
from  nothing"  "everything  which  we  call  'material'  can  be  used  in  such 
a  way  that  it  contributes  to  the  well-being  of  men."*^ 

Such  restatements  of  theological  language  as  these  are  only  pre- 
liminary examples  of  what  a  theology  may  be  able  to  achieve.  Cox 
holds,  once  it  learns  its  painful  lesson  from  verificational  analysis. 
It  is  true  that  all  the  empirical  hypotheses  of  the  theologians  would 
be  verifiable  only  "in  principle"  since  the  methods  of  verification 
must  involve  a  high  degree  of  risk,  subjectivity,  patience,  and  un- 
certainty ("If  they  don't  come  off,  the  experimenter  can  never  be 
quite  sure  that  it  was  not  his  fault"*^),  but  the  job  of  restatement 
is  urgently  important  in  today's  intellectual  climate.  To  refuse  is 
to  place  oneself  in  an  almost  impossible  position.  "Those  who  wish 
to  retain  doctrines  which  cannot  be  stated  in  a  verifiable  form  have 
to  explain  in  what  sense  they  'understand'  such  doctrines."*^ 

I  cannot  avoid  coming  to  the  conclusion,  however,  that  Cox's 
article,  as  one  of  the  most  thoughtful  recent  attempts  to  accom- 
modate theism  to  verificational  analysis,  merely  illustrates  the  more 
vividly  the  radical  incompatibility  which  holds  between  this  move- 
ment of  modem  philosophy  and  traditional  theism.  Criticisms  of 
Cox's  point  of  view  may  be  launched  from  two  sides,  first  the 
philosophical  and  then  the  theological. 

From  the  position  of  verificational  analysis  it  is  difficult  to  under- 
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Stand  how  anything  short  of  intersubjective  phenomena  can  succeed 
in  "verifying"  a  putative  proposition.  The  emphasis  on  sense-ex- 
perience is  not  without  much  justification,  and  it  most  definitely 
does  not  entail  a  behavioristic  position  in  which  the  occurrence  of 
non-sensory  experiences  must  be  denied,  as  Cox  at  one  point  seems 
to  allege.  Even  A.  J.  Ayer,  in  Language,  Truth  and  Logic,  where 
one  of  the  most  thoroughgoing  early  statements  of  the  verification 
principle  of  meaning  was  propounded,  both  recognizes  the  fact  of 
memory  images  (which  are  not  themselves  sense-contents  but 
merely  "correspond  to  sense-contents")  and  deals  with  other 
"mental  states"  in  terms  of  "introspective"  sense-contents  (which, 
by  the  way,  seems  to  indicate  a  somewhat  elastic  use  of  the  term 
"sense").  Gilbert  Ryle's  Concept  of  Mind  aside,  there  has  been 
little  sustained  efTort  to  bring  into  question  the  actuality  of  "human 
experience"  other  than  sense-experience  of  the  physical  world — 
and  even  Ryle's  quasi-behaviorist  approach  to  this  issue  has  puzzled 
many  philosophical  interpreters  as  to  precisely  how  its  denials  are 
to  be  understood.  No,  the  rejection  of  any  but  sense-experience  for 
purposes  of  verification  must  not  be  taken  as  equivalent  to  the 
assertion  of  the  highly  improbable  hypothesis  that  human  experi- 
ence is  exhausted  by  sense-experience.  On  the  contrary,  its  purpose 
is  to  safeguard  the  objectivity  of  empirical  truth.  If  individual,  un- 
confirmable  experience  be  taken  as  "verifying"  some  propositions, 
what  is  to  be  taken  as  verifying,  in  turn,  the  truth  of  statements 
about  these  "private"  experiences?  No  experience,  "public"  or 
"private,"  would  be  relevant  for  such  a  task,  and  the  very  quest 
for  verification  itself  would  lead  to  a  morass  of  meaninglessness. 
Again,  what  is  to  prevent  all  manner  of  subjective  delusion  from 
masquerading  as  "verifying"  experience?  The  insistence  on  sense- 
experience  and  the  quest  for  objectivity  and  dependable  truths  are 
one  and  the  same. 

It  is  on  this  basis  that  a  rebuttal  to  Cox  published  in  Mind  by 
Thomas  McPherson  must  be  understood.  McPherson  argues  that 
the  verb  "to  meet"  essentially  involves  certain  sense-experience 
correlations  which  must  in  principle  be  lacking  in  Cox's  example 
of  "meeting  God."  Nor  is  the  problem  peculiar  to  the  verb  "to 
meet";  "The  trouble  is  that  statements  using  words  like  'meet' 
are  all  verifiable,  but  only  in  the  way  Mr.  Cox  does  not  want,  i.e. 
they  are  verifiable  by  scn'^c  experience.""  Cox  merely  shows  that 
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he  misunderstands  the  basic  thrust  of  McPherson's  point  when 
he  answers  that  we  say  that  people  can  "meet"  over  the  telephone 
without  actually  being  in  physical  presence  of  one  another.*^  Tele- 
phone conversations  (Cox  seems  to  forget)  are  public  events  which 
are  always  open  in  principle  to  intersubjective  (sense)  confirmation. 
Theologically,  Cox's  attempt  to  reconcile  verificational  analysis 
and  theism  fares  no  better.  Cox  has  claimed  that  the  whole  mean- 
ing of  "God  exists"  is  adequately  rendered  in  terms  of  human  ex- 
periences of  a  certain  kind  which  are  defined  as  "meeting  God." 
We  meaningfully  assert,  however,  that  many  things  existed  before 
any  men  were  on  the  scene  to  experience  them;  shall  we  say  of 
God  that  his  existence  is  somehow  more  dependent  on  human 
"meeting-experience"  than  are  geological  strata?  But  then,  asks 
McPherson  precisely  to  the  point,  "did  God  not  exist  at  all  before 
men  existed?"*®  When  theists  say  "God  exists"  they  are  not,  despite 
Cox,  referring  in  a  veiled  way  to  experience  alone.  They  suppose 
themselves  talking  of  an  independently  real  Being  whose  existence 
is  independent  of  any  human  wish  or  feeling-state.  What  the  exist- 
ence of  God  means  to  the  theist  cannot  be  reduced,  without  residue, 
to  experiential  terms.  As  W.  D.  Glasgow  concludes, 

Mr  Cox  would  maintain  that  the  essential  content  of  the  doctrine  is 
unaffected  by  his  reformulation.  This  I  wish  to  deny.  Logical  positivism 
and  theism  are  incompatible,  and  when  one  is  applied  to  the  other,  the 
metaphysical  element,  that  is  an  integral  part  of  theism,  is  lost.*^ 

Cox's  argument  supposedly  helping  theology  to  understand  itself 
in  fact  misunderstands  an  essential  element  of  the  religious  per- 
spective. No  number  of  linguistic  rules  licensing  the  speaker  to  use 
"God"  language  about  certain  of  his  experiences  will  substitute  for 
a  belief  in  a  Being  existing  and  active  independent  of  human  ex- 
perience and  human  definitions.  As  it  stands,  this  argument  is  a 
form  of  naturalism  permitting  itself  to  utilize  religious  phrases. 
Cox's  belief  serves  us,  unintentionally,  as  a  vivid  reminder  of  the 
unbridgeable  gap  that  yawns  between  traditional  theism  and  verifi- 
cational analysis. 


THE  LIMITS  OF 
VERIFICATIONAL  ANALYSIS 


THE  PHILOSOPHICAL  position  wc  are  examining  has  much  to  com- 
mend it.  It  is  forthright,  pellucid,  and  uncompromising  on  its 
principles.  But  these  principles  are  open  to  serious  philosophical 
criticisms  which  tend  to  impose  limits  on  the  effectiveness  of  verifi- 
cational  analysis  as  an  independent  or  self-sufficient  philosophical 
position.  The  individual  arguments,  too,  outlined  in  the  preceding 
chapter,  are  vulnerable  to  attack  at  many  points.  It  would  be 
tempting  to  devote  much  attention  to  these  individual  weaknesses, 
but  the  relatively  non-technical  approach  adopted  for  this  book 
rules  out  counter-analyses  of  great  detail.  Instead,  let  us  survey  the 
general  boundaries  of  verificational  analysis — boundaries  which, 
unfortunately,  verificational  analysts  often  fail  to  notice. 

I 

,  One  of  the  limitations  of  verificational  analysis  which  is  least 
recognized  (perhaps  because  it  is  so  uniformly  pervasive)  is  to  be 
found  in  its  concept  of  "fact."  Considering  the  enormous  stress 
placed  on  "factual  significance"  by  this  philosophical  position,  it  is 
surprising  that  a  more  self-conscious  analysis  of  the  various  possible 
uses  of  the  word  "fact"  has  not  been  more  characteristic  of  verifi- 
cational analysis. 

One  may  speak,  without  violating  the  ordinar)'  uses  of  language, 
of  mathematical  "facts,"  "facts"  of  logic — even  moral  "facts"- — as 
well  as  empirical  "facts."*  But  verificational  analysis  narrows  the 

*  We  shall  return  to  a  discussion  of  these  points  in  Chap.   12. 
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meaning  of  "fact"  and  "factual"  to  contexts  relevant  to  our  em- 
pirical vocabulary  alone.  The  right  of  any  individual  or  group  to 
provide  narrow  technical  definitions  for  words  which,  in  common 
use,  are  often  so  vague  as  to  be  useless  is  not  questioned;  but  this 
process,  when  it  is  employed,  must  be  self-conscious  and  explicit  for 
all  to  see.  The  explicitness  is  particularly  vital  when,  as  in  the  case 
of  "fact,"  the  word  in  question  is  invested  with  powerful  emotional 
content.  A  failure  to  follow  this  rule  makes  of  the  resulting  defini- 
tion a  "persuasive  definition,"^  one  which  achieves  its  ends  more 
by  subtle  suggestion  than  by  honest  argument. 

And  it  is  clear  that  verificational  analysis  is  covertly  urging  an 
evaluation  as  well  as  employing  a  term  in  a  technical  manner  when 
it  limits  the  application  of  "factual"  to  the  class  of  statements  rele- 
vant to  actual  or  possible  sense-experience.  "Facts"  are  important, 
we  feel;  and  what  has  no  "factual"  significance  cannot  be  of  great 
interest.  Thus  if  the  statements  of  the  moralist  or  the  theologian 
have  no  "factual"  content,  they  are  hardly  fit  for  serious  consider- 
ation. But  such  a  use  of  the  term  "factual"  may  be  tendentious. 
Perhaps  the  claim  has  never  been  that  the  reference  of  such  lan- 
guage is  to  this  kind  of  fact.  Then,  unless  it  can  somehow  be  shown 
(not  merely  assumed)  that  empirical  facts  are  the  only  kind  of 
facts,  the  inability  of  theological  assertions  to  refer  to  empirical 
facts  is  not  ipso  facto  to  dismiss  them  as  useless  or  unimportant  or 
totally  non-significant. 

Ayer  is  quite  correct  when  he  says  of  the  language  of  the  mystic 
that  it  "does  not  give  us  any  information  about  the  external  world." 
The  religious  person,  when  he  talks  about  "God,"  is  not  merely 
speaking  in  a  disguised  way  about  the  world.  So  much  is  made 
abundantly  clear  by  verificational  analysis,  and  theists  who  suppose 
that  their  speech  is  somehow  like  scientific  language  will  do  well 
to  learn,  once  and  for  all,  this  lesson.  But  few  theists  are  in  danger 
of  making  this  mistake.  As  Ayer  himself  recognizes,  the  essential 
purpose  of  theological  language  is  to  speak  about  something  "more," 
beyond  the  "external  world,"  the  description  of  the  latter  being 
rightly  left  to  the  empirical  sciences.  There  remain  many  problems 
confronting  language  which  hopes  to  speak  meaningfully  about 
supernatural  "facts,"  as  we  shall  see  below,  but  we  shall  not  ad- 
vance our  understanding  of  theological  language  by  making  it 
analytically  impossible — as  does  verificational  analysis — for  language 
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to  refer  to  any  but  scientific  facts.  Such  victories  are  too  cheap  to 
be  convincing. 

A  similar  narrowness  of  definition  is  discoverable  in  the  treatment 
of  "explanation"  supplied  by  verificational  analysis.  Here,  it  must 
be  acknowledged,  there  seems  to  be  considerable  justification  for 
attacking  at  length  the  theist's  common  assumption  that  his  "ex- 
planations" function  with  a  logic  that  is  on  the  same  order  as — or 
in  conflict  with — scientific  explanations.  History  is  full  of  disputes 
between  science  and  religion  based  on  this  mistake — a  mistake 
shared  both  by  defenders  of  religion  when  they  attacked  scientific 
explanation  for  theological  purposes  and  by  defenders  of  science 
when  they  scofTed  at  religious  belief  on  scientific  grounds.  But  in 
so  far  as  such  conflicts  have  raged,  a  failure  to  distinguish  the 
logical  character  of  scientific  from  theological  explanations  has 
been  at  fault.  Many  theists  of  our  own  day  need  to  listen  to  the 
analyses  of  Nowell-Smith  and  Hospers  in  order  to  divest  themselves 
of  the  notion  that  their  theological  "explanations"  are  capable  in 
principle  of  functioning  in  the  same  way  as  those  of  the  scientist. 
Language  which  is  used  to  argue  with  scientists  on  scientific  matters 
may  have  the  sound  and  vocabulary  of  theological  language,  but  it 
does  not  share  its  logic;  it  ceases  in  such  contexts  to  be  theological 
language  only  to  become  inferior  scientific  speech. 

But  if  we  acknowledge  the  fact  (a  logical  fact!)  that  language 
about  a  supernatural  God  cannot  function  adequately  as  a  scientific 
explanation  and  that  many  theists  in  past  and  present  are  mistaken 
in  supposing  that  it  can,  we  need  not  also  hold  that  the  only 
legitimate  definition  of  "explanation"  must  be  in  terms  of  the 
methods  of  scientific  explanation.  One  may,  if  he  likes,  take  the 
position  that  only  those  theories  which  possess  the  logical  charac- 
teristics of  a  scientific  method  (prediction,  specificity,  expansion, 
and  subsumption)  are  worthy  of  the  honorific  title  "explanation." 
This,  as  a  verbal  decision,  would  have  much  to  recommend  it.  It 
does  not,  however,  settle  the  question  as  to  whether  or  not  there 
are  other  rational  methods  of  providing  ourselves  with  the  kind  of 
coherent  theoretical  orientation  and  practical  confidence  which, 
on  another  view,  would  be  taken  as  the  defining  characteristics  of 
a  wider  class  of  "explanations,"  scientific  or  non-scientific.  Perhaps 
there  might  be  a  point  to  making  a  verbal  distinction  between  the 
class  of  scientific  explanations    (explanations- A)    and  the  class  of 
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all  other  kinds  of  explanations  (explanations-B)  which  serve  similar 
functions  without  employing  the  same  logical  criteria.  Metaphysical 
explanations-B,  for  example,  may  stress  synoptic  inclusiveness,  the 
logical  and  psychological  drive  for  "coherence,"  as  James  puts  it,^ 
to  an  extent  which  the  more  specific — and  more  demonstrably  re- 
liable— explanatory  techniques  of  science  cannot  match.  Would 
such  explanations-B  necessarily  abandon  all  rational  (including 
empirical)  criteria?  It  would  seem  not  necessary  in  principle  for 
them  to  do  so.  One  might  ask  of  any  explanation-B  how  much  of 
our  experience  of  all  kinds  it  takes  into  account,  how  much  evi- 
dence it  ignores  or  distorts,  how  fully  and  how  naturally  it  may  be 
related  to  explanations-A  and  to  other  explanations-B,  how  logically 
consistent  it  is  within  itself,  how  coherently  its  principles  support 
one  another,  and  so  on.* 

It  may,  in  the  last  resort,  be  found  of  either  type  of  explanation 
that  its  value  depends  on  what  one  wants  to  do  with  it.  If  someone 
from  the  tropics  asks  me  to  explain  the  freezing  of  water  (in  order 
to  avoid  expensive  automobile  repairs),  it  will  be  little  help  if  I 
deliver  a  lecture  to  him  on  systematic  theology.  But  if  one  is  in- 
terested in  a  different  sphere  of  human  activity,  perhaps  in  order- 
ing one's  life  intelligently  in  choosing  ultimate  personal  and  social 
goals,  an  explanation-A  dealing  with  the  nature  of  the  empirical 
universe  in  terms  of  some  scientific  formula  (no  matter  how  open 
to  prediction,  expansion,  and  subsumption)  will  not  be  logically 
appropriate. 

Now  the  question  becomes:  is  the  essential  manner  in  which 
theological  language  offers  "explanation"  to  be  understood  as  ex- 
planation-A or  as  some  kind  of  explanation-B?  That  theological 
discourse  has  been  shown  to  be  untenable  when  interpreted  as 
pseudo-scientific  explanation  does  not,  it  would  appear,  rule  out 
the  possibility  of  its  functioning  rationally  and  legitimately  in  some 
other  way.  Verificational  analysis  does  not  recognize  any  other  way, 
but  this  may  illustrate  a  shortcoming  more  in  verificational  analysis 
than  in  theological  language. 

II 

Verificational  analysis  exhibits  its  own  narrowness  when  dealing 
with  theological  language  in  its  capacity  of  communicating  factual 

*  Further  attention  to  these  suggestions  will  be  given  in  Chap.   12. 
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significance — in  some  sense,  not  yet  discussed,  of  "factual" — and 
in  its  role  of  providing  "explanations"  in  some  non-scientific  sense 
of  "explanation."  A  similar  narrowness  becomes  evident  when  we 
reflect  on  the  position  taken  by  verificational  analysis  concerning 
the  allegedly  "necessarily  false"  statements  of  theological  discourse. 
Paradox  is  equated  with  sheer  contradiction,  and  the  least  sympa- 
thetic interpretation  is  put  on  traditional  terminology. 

Paradox  is  no  doubt  frequently  no  more  than  a  euphemism  for 
contradiction,  but  this  need  not  always  be  the  case,  as  John  Wis- 
dom among  other  contemporary  philosophers  is  quick  to  point  out. 
Sometimes  paradox  may  be  philosophically  useful  or  cognitively 
illuminating;  but  verificational  analysis  fails  to  notice  this  fact.  In 
this  failure  much  of  the  rigidity  of  verificational  analysis  is  epito- 
mized, and  much  of  the  source  of  this  philosophical  position's  in- 
sensitivity  to  the  flexibility  of  creative  new  uses  of  language  is 
revealed.  Examine  the  history  of  philosophy.  Wisdom  urges,  and 
you  will  find  that  philosophers  of  great  insight  seem  determined 
none  the  less  to  make  contradictory  statements.  Strangely  enough, 

.  .  .  these  untruths  persist.  This  is  not  merely  because  they  are  symp- 
toms of  an  intractable  disorder  but  because  they  are  philosophically  use- 
ful. The  curious  thing  is  that  their  philosophical  usefulness  depends  upon 
their  paradoxicalness  and  thus  upon  their  falsehood.  They  are  false  be- 
cause they  are  needed  where  ordinary  language  fails.  .  .  .^ 

Wisdom,  in  contrast  to  the  antiseptic  demands  of  verificational 
analysis,  which  treats  paradoxes  as  symptoms  of  mere  linguistic 
confusion,  says:  "I  wish  to  represent  them  as  also  symptoms  of 
linguistic  penetration."*  The  best  way  to  understand  a  paradox  is 
to  take  it  seriously,  not  to  dismiss  it  scornfully  without  examination. 

Often  we  don't  properly  understand  a  paradox  until,  beginning  by 
regarding  it  literally,  we  have  noted  objections  to  it  and  held  to  it  be- 
cause of  the  reasons  for  it,  and  again  noted  objections  and  again  held 
to  it,  and  have  come  by  this  route  to  a  state  where  we  are  no  longer 
driven  to  assert  it  or  to  deny  it.^ 

If  we  consent  to  attempt  this  subtler  form  of  analysis  we  may 
discover,  as  verificational  analysis  is  not  equipped  to  discover,  that 
theological  paradoxes,  like  those  pointed  out  by  J.  L.  Mackie,  may 
be  the  stimulating  occasion  for  more  profound  theological  formu- 
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lation  and  richer  valuational  awareness.  Theological  paradoxes 
may  be  goads  to  continuing  thought  and  refinement  of  terminology, 
somewhat  as  the  so-called  "paradoxes  of  material  implication"  have 
been  fruitful  stimuli  in  logical  theory  toward  a  more  precise  under- 
standing of  the  nature  of  implication. 

Mackie  has  drawn  out  a  few  theological  paradoxes  for  our  in- 
spection, but  he  has  stopped  at  what,  on  this  view,  would  be  the 
beginning  of  the  creative  analysis  of  theological  discourse.  He  has 
shown,  for  example,  that  paradoxes  flow  from  the  problem  of  evil 
in  conjunction  with  the  quasi-logical  rule  that  good  is  opposed  to 
evil.  But  he  has  not  gone  on,  prompted  by  the  paradox,  to  ask  more 
precisely  what  is  understood  by  "good"  and  "evil"  in  the  context 
of  theological  discourse.  The  quasi-logical  rule,  here,  is  so  plati- 
tudinous as  to  be  almost  hopelessly  vague;  he  has  not  stopped  to 
ask  whether  its  very  vagueness  may  not  be  the  true  source  of  the 
paradox.  "Evil,"  from  a  theistic  point  of  view,  is  not  necessarily 
applicable  to  anything  which  to  the  man  on  the  street  may  seem 
evil.  "Good,"  likewise,  cannot  be  assumed  to  be  opposed  to  all  that, 
from  any  point  of  view,  may  appear  evil.  This  is  not  to  deny  that 
the  words  "good"  and  "evil"  have  a  reliably  ascertainable  meaning 
(theologians  who  claim  that  human  beings  cannot  know  what 
"good"  really  means  do  themselves  a  disservice,  deny  all  possibility 
for  moral  exhortation,  and  gratuitously  undermine  the  meaningful- 
ness  of  scriptural  codes  of  ethics),  but  it  is  to  claim  that  within 
the  context  of  theological  discourse  it  is  not  always  possible  to 
know  the  denotation  (the  actual  things  referred  to  by  the  term) 
of  "good"  and  "evil,"  although  the  designation  (abstract  meaning 
or  defining  characteristics)  of  these  words  be  ever  so  clear.  It  is 
always  too  easy  to  assume  that  one  knows  what  things  are  good 
and  what  events  are  evil  as  God  evaluates  them;  but  the  absolute 
point  of  view,  the  only  point  of  view  from  which  the  platitude 
"good  is  always  opposed  to  evil"  makes  sense,  is  not  available  to 
men.  A  good  God  will  always  be  opposed  to  evil,  but  only  to  what 
is  really  evil.  This  analysis  of  the  meaning  of  "good"  in  theological 
language  is  not  without  relevance  to  experience.  Far  from  being  an 
empty  scholastic  exercise  in  redefinition,  it  may  have  a  great  bear- 
ing on  one's  moral  experience  if  one  is  forced,  in  the  light  of 
theological  definition,  to  reconsider  and  perhaps  to  re-evaluate 
what  are  the  most  fundamental  evils  (and  goods)   of  human  life. 
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One's  moral  sensitivity  may  be  enhanced,  for  example,  by  a  recog- 
nition that  pleasure  may  not  in  every  case  be  "good,"  or  pain  and 
sickness  always  "evil"  in  the  theological  vocabulary. 

A  similar  analysis  of  the  theological  use  of  the  words  "power" 
and  "freedom"  could  be  offered  with  respect  to  the  second  and 
third  of  Mackie's  quasi-logical  rules,  but  the  style  in  which  the 
more  tolerant — and  more  fruitful — type  of  philosophical  analysis 
would  be  carried  on  has  been  sufficiently  indicated.  Verificational 
analysis  finds  nothing  in  a  paradox  but  logical  contradiction  and 
unmeaning,  but  a  fuller  philosophical  analysis  will  not  be  satisfied 
to  stop  with  this.  Verificational  analysis  is  not  equipped  to  recognize 
any  procedure  for  penetrating  behind  a  paradox.  In  this  fact  we 
find  another  of  its  limitations. 

A  further  confining  characteristic  which  tends  to  be  associated 
with  the  application  of  the  logic  of  verificational  analysis  is  the 
readiness  of  many  philosophers  to  place  a  narrow  or  unsympathetic 
interpretation  on  the  traditional  terminology  of  theology,  seeking 
to  force  words  which  were  coined  in  earlier  centuries  into  the  con- 
temporary technical  vocabulary — and  expressing  shocked  surprise 
at  the  resulting  logical  confusion! 

It  is  this  error  which  is  manifested  in  Findlay's  influential  at- 
tempt to  show  the  logical  impossibility  of  the  existence  of  God  as 
a  "necessary  existent."  But  before  I  turn  to  this  error  in  more  detail 
it  is  only  fair  that  I  defend  Findlay  against  a  charge  often  heard 
in  religious  circles:  that  is,  that  Findlay's  is  only  the  "ontological 
argument"  in  reverse  and,  as  such,  that  it  suffers  from  the  same 
defects  which  have  been  recognized  for  centuries  in  that  argument. 
On  the  "modern  view"  on  which  Findlay  bases  his  analysis  (these 
critics  point  out),  logical  necessities  do  not  legislate  for  matters  of 
fact.  How  can  an  argument  claiming  the  necessity  of  logic  (which 
is  analytic)  make  a  claim  about  the  existence  or  non-existence  of 
God  (which  claim  would  be  synthetic)  ?  Does  it  make  sense  for 
Findlay  to  talk  about  the  logical  necessity  of  the  non-existence  of 
God? 

To  this  objection  I  believe  that  Findlay  has  a  valid  reply.  His 
argument,  he  might  say,  is  intended  to  show  that  the  true  logic  of 
the  word  "God"  is  such  that  the  issue  of  existence  cannot  even  be 
raised  about  its  referent.  As  in  the  case  of  ''four-sided  triangles," 
there  can  be  no  concept — no  meaningful  referent  which  might  or 
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might  not  exist — since  analytic  rules  for  the  correct  employment  of 
"necessary"  and  "existence"  prevent  the  formulation  of  any  non- 
contradictory  concept. 

On  the  other  hand,  Findlay  may  be  tellingly  criticized  for  basing 
his  argument  on  a  confusion  of  two  senses  of  the  word  "necessary," 
and  (surprisingly  enough)  for  falling  into  a  variant  of  the  same 
error  of  which  he  accuses  the  theist.  The  meaning  of  "necessary" 
when  applied  metaphysically  to  God  must,  if  one  is  to  be  historically 
fair,  be  distinguished  from  the  meaning  of  "necessary"  when  one 
is  dealing,  in  terms  of  modern  logic,  with  propositions. 

The  necessity  of  God's  existence  is  not  the  same  as  the  necessity  of  a 
logical  implication.  It  means,  for  those  who  believe  in  it,  God's  complete 
actuality,  indestructibility,  aseitas  or  independence  of  limiting  conditions. 
It  is  a  property  ascribed  to  God,  not  a  property  of  our  assertions  about 
God.6 

Findlay  has  leaped  prematurely  to  the  conclusion  that  the  ancient 
theological  employment  of  the  word  is  identical  with  the  modern 
logical  one.  Had  he  been  more  attentive  to  the  actual  employment 
of  the  word  in  the  theological  context,  he  would  not  have  fallen 
into  this  mistake.  If  Findlay  objects  that  the  word  "necessary" 
ought  now  to  be  used  only  in  the  context  of  logic,  we  might  agree; 
but  then  the  theological  discussion  would  have  to  be  carried  on  in 
quite  explicitly  different  terminology,  and  Findlay's  strictures 
against  theological  discourse  for  misusing  "necessity"  would  no 
longer  be  required.  Findlay's  argument,  it  appears,  relies  on  a  con- 
fusion between  two  meanings  of  an  ambiguous  term;  if  the 
confusion  is  dispelled  so  that  the  theologians  are  careful  to  use 
ontological  terms  ("aseitas")  rather  than  logical  ones  ("necessity"), 
his  argument  will  be  seen  to  be  beside  the  point. 

But  Findlay,  further,  has  himself  fallen  into  a  subtle  error  of 
the  very  sort  he  condemns  when  he  suggests  that  his  argument 
showing  the  logical  impossibility  of  conjoining  the  words  "neces- 
sary" and  "existence"  has  the  effect  of  proving  that  all  existence 
must  be  merely  contingent,  thus  ruling  out  an  existent  God  who  is 
at  the  same  time  the  appropriate  object  of  religious  attitudes.  "Ex- 
istence" cannot  be  modified  by  the  logical  adjective  "necessary," 
it  is  true;  but  by  the  same  token  neither  can  "existence"  be  said  to 
be   merely   "contingent"!    Contingency,  like   necessity,   is  logically 
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appropriate  to  propositions  alone.  To  discover  that  "necessary  ex- 
istence" is  devoid  of  meaning  is  not  to  make  a  basic  discovery 
about  the  nature  of  reality — that  it  must  be  "contingent"  (which, 
of  course,  means  nothing  on  the  modern  use  of  the  word) — but  is 
only  to  be  reminded  that  existent  realities  are  whatever  they  are, 
perishable  or  self-sustaining,  without  the  by-your-leave  of  logic. 
Perhaps  Findlay  has  at  this  point  come  to  share,  after  all,  the  illu- 
sion underlying  the  ontological  argument  that  something  about  the 
nature  of  reality  can  be  determined  from  pure  logic.  But  those  who 
are  acquainted  with  the  thoroughly  analytic  nature  of  logic  will  see 
that  the  factual  question  as  to  whether  or  not  there  is  in  reality  a 
being  which  is  the  sufficient  cause  for  its  own  existence  cannot  in 
principle  be  settled  by  Findlay's  purely  deductive  techniques. 

Verificational  analysis  may  be  seen  to  have  logical  limits  both 
in  its  treatment  of  factual  assertions  and  explanations  and  in  its 
approach  to  the  analytic  aspects  of  language.  Theological  discourse 
is  by  no  means  vindicated  in  the  discovery  of  these  limitations,  but 
we  may  at  least  be  assured  that  it  has  not  so  easily  been  eliminated 
by  the  logic  of  verificational  analysis  as  many  in  our  time  have 
supposed. 

Ill 

What  in  the  theories  of  meaning  and  language  held  by  verifica- 
tional analysis  accounts  for  the  limits  we  have  noted  in  its  scope 
and  effectiveness?  The  very  diagnosis  which  this  position  offers 
concerning  the  ills  of  theological  discourse  in  general  suggests  an 
answer. 

Theological  statements,  verificational  analysis  complains,  are  not 
empirically  falsifiable;  consequently  they  are  devoid  of  meaning. 
Antony  Flew's  challenge  to  theists,  that  they  either  specify  what 
occurrences  would  falsify  their  claims  or  admit  that  they  are  mak- 
ing no  claims  at  all,  has  provoked  a  good  deal  of  worth-while  dis- 
cussion among  defenders  of  theological  language.  If  one  accepts 
Flew's  premise  that  the  meaning  of  an  assertion  must  alwa)'s  be 
equivalent  to  the  perceptible  events  rele\'ant  to  its  verification  or 
falsification,  then  several  logical  alternati\-es— each  with  its  cham- 
pions— are  open  to  theists.  These  alternatives  are  the  following: 
one  may  assert  that  theological  statements  are  relevant  to  falsifica- 
tion but  never  conclusively  falsifiable;  one  may  hold  that  they  are 
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wholly  unfalsifiable  because  they  are  not  assertions  at  all;  one  may 
take  the  view  that  they  are  assertions  which  can  be  falsified  in  prin- 
ciple and  in  practice;  or  one  may  claim  that  they  are  falsifiable  in 
principle  but  not  in  practice. 

Basil  Mitchell  chooses  the  first  approach.  The  problem  of  evil, 
he  points  out,  is  a  problem  to  theists  precisely  because  some  events 
tend  to  falsify  theological  assertions.  But  the  attitude  of  the  re- 
ligious person  will  ultimately  prevent  anything  from  counting  de- 
cisively against  his  beliefs.  The  scientific  observer  may  be  willing  to 
shrug  and  conclude  that  he  was  wrong  about  his  empirical  hy- 
potheses, but  the  very  nature  of  faith  precludes  the  taking  of  theo- 
logical assertions  as  merely  "provisional  hypotheses  to  be  discarded 
if  experience  tells  against  them."^ 

The  consequence  of  this  view,  of  course,  is  that  any  abandon- 
ment of  religious  belief  will  not  be  on  the  basis  of  evidence  but 
will  in  every  case  be  due  to  a  "failure  of  faith."  At  no  point  can  a 
line  be  drawn  beyond  which  faith  becomes  "irrational"  or  even 
insane.  R.  M.  Hare,  accepting  this  implication,  admits  that  theo- 
logical statements  share  the  logic  of  utterances  made  by  a  lunatic 
— but  he  mitigates  this  admission  by  insisting  that  we  all  must  rely 
on  such  utterances,  which  he  calls  "bliks."  If  someone  were  to  be- 
lieve with  pathological  intensity  that  all  Oxford  dons  were  secretly 
planning  to  murder  him,  he  could  be  dissuaded  from  such  a  view 
by  no  finite  number  of  demonstrations  that  the  dons  were  really 
entirely  inoffensive.  His  blik  prevents  his  accepting  the  possibility 
that  any  proofs  might  be  capable  of  falsifying  his  governing  idea. 
Theological  language  shares  this  logic.  Thus  Flew  is  right,  accord- 
ing to  Hare,  in  denying  that  anything  is  asserted  by  it;  but  he  is 
wrong  in  supposing  that  a  hlik  should  function  as  an  assertion  does. 
Normal  bliks,  like  the  unalterable  belief  of  most  persons  that  things 
will  continue  to  happen  regularly  in  the  future  as  they  have  in  the 
past,  are  psychological  presuppositions  for  all  our  theory  and  prac- 
tice. As  such,  theological  statements  are  in  august  company,  for  it 
is  false  to  suppose  that  because  our  bliks  are  not  assertions  it  is 
unimportant  which  bliks  we  have.  "Flew  has  shown  that  a  blik  does 
not  consist  in  an  assertion  or  system  of  them;  but  nevertheless  it  is 
very  important  to  have  the  right  blik."^ 

Hare's  view  invokes  its  opposite.  Many  theists  may  be  entirely 
unwilling  to  agree  that  they  are  asserting  nothing  empirically  defi- 
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nite  when  they  say  "God  will  take  care  of  you,"  or  "God  will 
continue  to  give  his  Holy  Spirit  to  the  Church."  What  of  the  bibli- 
cal promises  to  the  effect  that  a  life  lived  genuinely  in  accordance 
with  Christian  principles  will  be  fuller  of  joy,  peace,  love,  and  so 
on?  Thus  the  temptation  is  to  swing  away  from  the  non-descriptivist 
position  of  Hare  to  an  analysis  of  theological  statements  which 
takes  them  to  be  not  only  falsifiable  in  principle  but  even  conclu- 
sively falsifiable  in  practice.  This  viewpoint  is  seldom  consistently 
maintained,  however,  for  precisely  the  reasons  which  Flew  himself 
describes.  By  what  criterion  can  we  determine  whether  a  life  is  or 
is  not  lived  "genuinely"  by  Christian  principles?  If  the  "fruits  of 
the  spirit"  never  come  to  a  person,  is  it  just  to  test  the  willing  soul 
that  God  withholds  his  blessing?  David  Cox,  as  we  have  already 
seen,  denies  that  verification  here  is  ever  a  "simple  matter."  Can 
we  ever  be  sure  that  faith  was  really  complete,  commitment  really 
unreserved,  if  the  "experiment"  is  not  a  "success"?  But  surely  this 
qualification  serves  to  take  back  with  one  hand  what  seems  to  be 
given  with  the  other.  Christian  love  is  offered  as  a  cure  for  all  of 
man's  social  ills;  if  success  is  not  forthcoming  from  what  seem  to 
be  attempts  to  apply  it  to  man's  problems,  it  is  observed  that  love 
was  not  "really  tried."  Often  those  who  thunder  loudest  on  behalf 
of  the  factual  descriptiveness  of  theological  discourse  are  the  very 
ones  who  withdraw  fastest  from  admitting  failure  when  their 
cherished  beliefs  are  put  to  the  test  and  apparently  found  wanting. 
The  fourth  position  agrees  with  those  who  object  to  the  views 
of  Mitchell  and  Hare.  It  insists  that  theological  statements  are 
assertions  and  that  they  can  be  falsified  as  conclusively  as  can  any 
factual  assertion.  But  (a  qualification  is  added)  this  falsification  is 
only  possible  in  principle,  not  in  practice,  because  the  evidence 
which  alone  could  settle  the  issue  is  ex  hypothesi  available  only 
after  death.  Ian  Crombie  and  John  Hick  are  two  who  have  held 
this  position  with  considerable  effectiveness.  Crombie  says: 

Does  anything  count  against  the  assertion  that  God  is  merciful?  Yes, 
suffering.  Does  anything  count  decisively  against  it?  No,  we  reply,  because 
it  is  true.  Could  anything  count  decisively  against  it?  Yes,  suffering  which 
was  utterly,  eternally  and  irredeemably  pointless.  Can  we  then  design 
a  crucial  experiment?  No,  because  we  can  never  see  all  of  the  picture.^ 

Hick  devotes  a  good  deal  of  attention  to  the  problem  raised^ — even 
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to  those  who  believe  in  an  afterlife — by  Crombie's  final  phrase: 
"we  can  never  see  all  of  the  picture."  Does  this  phrase  entail  that 
never  in  all  eternity  will  there  be  a  reliable  answer  to  the  theistic 
question?  Hick's  partial  reply  is  that  "although  there  would  prob- 
ably prove  to  be  a  psychological  limit  to  faith,  it  is  important  to 
note  that  there  could  be  no  logical  limit,  no  assignable  point  be- 
yond which  faith  would  become  irrational." ^°  Still,  he  adds,  "the 
essence  of  verification  is  the  exclusion  of  rational  doubt,"^^  and,  if 
the  afterlife  should  be  a  reality,  the  intersubjective  experience  of 
social  existence  in  the  Kingdom  of  God  (combined,  perhaps,  with 
an  experience  of  Beatific  Vision)  would  suffice  to  verify  theism.  It 
is  possible,  then,  to  conceive  what  sort  of  experience  would  tend  to 
verify  (and,  conversely,  what  would  falsify)  theological  assertions. 
Therefore,  Hick  believes,  the  logic  of  theological  discourse  is  to  be 
factually  meaningful  even  if  not  falsifiable  in  practice  in  this  life. 

It  may  be  questioned  whether  Hick's  version  of  the  role  of  verifi- 
cation, which  makes  of  it  more  a  psychological  than  a  logical  re- 
quirement, is  entirely  adequate;  but  despite  flaws  it  would  seem 
that  this  fourth  approach  to  the  logical  status  of  theological  dis- 
course with  respect  to  falsification  has  most  to  commend  it  if  the 
basic  tenet  of  verificational  analysis  is  correct  that  all  assertions  gain 
their  meaningfulness  from  relevance  to  actual  or  possible  specific 
perceptual  experiences.  Flew's  whole  presentation  of  the  problem 
of  falsification  rests  on  an  assumption  that  such  is  the  case.  But 
this  is  to  assume  the  verification  principle  as  an  adequate  criterion 
for  the  meaning  of  all  assertions.  And  it  is  precisely  this  most 
crucial — and,  for  verificational  analysis,  utterly  basic — point  that 
we  cannot  legitimately  take  for  granted. 

The  verification  principle  may  be  of  considerable  usefulness  in 
many  contexts,  but  it  is  utterly  misunderstood  if  it  is  taken  as  "the" 
criterion  for  judging  the  meaningfulness  of  all  language.  An  em- 
barrassing example  of  an  assertion  which  is  not  meaningful  when 
tested  by  the  verification  principle  is — the  assertion  of  the  verifica- 
tion principle  itself!  The  statement  that  the  meaning  of  any  propo- 
sition will  be  found  either  in  verbal  rules  (if  the  proposition  is 
analytic)  or  in  equivalent  statements  referring  to  actual  or  possible 
sense-experiences  (if  the  proposition  is  synthetic)  seems  to  be  assert- 
ing a  fact,  not  offering  a  definition  or  a  rule  of  usage.  But  if  the 
verification  principle  is  not  itself  analytic,  what  actual  or  possible 
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sense-experiences  could  be  relevant  to  its  verification  or  falsifica- 
tion? No  such  experience  will  even  in  principle  be  relevant  to  the 
task!  Indeed,  sense-experience  alone  cannot  even  recognize  the 
elementary  logical  distinction  between  "analytic"  and  "synthetic" 
statements  qua  marks  on  paper  or  noises  uttered  by  a  larynx;  much 
less  can  it  verify  assertions  about  the  logical  character  of  their 
significance.  On  the  basis  of  the  verification  principle,  therefore, 
the  verification  principle  is  devoid  of  literal  meaning! 

Some  philosophers  have  taken  the  bull  by  the  horns  and  accepted 
the  verdict — but  have  insisted  that  if  this  is  the  case  then  the 
principle  is  "useful  nonsense."  Others  have  retreated  to  the  position 
that  the  verification  principle  is,  after  all,  really  a  definition.  The 
latter  move,  however,  means  that  those  who  prefer  to  adopt  alter- 
native verbal  conventions  concerning  "meaning"  are  entirely  free 
to  do  so,  since  definitions,  for  verificational  analysis,  are  not  reports 
of  "the  way  things  are."  And  the  former  position,  by  letting  the 
bars  down  to  some  "nonsense,"  opens  the  gates  once  more  to  all 
the  philosophical  "chaff"  which  it  had  been  the  function  of  verifi- 
cational analysis  to  eliminate.  A  wider  understanding  of  meaning, 
including  and  interpreting  the  verification  principle,  is  called  for 
by  the  needs  of  this  principle  itself. 

Without  a  wider  theory  of  meaning,  the  verification  principle  is 
self-stultifying,  but  if  such  a  theory  can  be  supplied,  the  verification 
principle  may  be  retained  as  a  useful  instrument  for  dealing  with 
language  which  intends  to  refer  to  perceptible  events  or  for  decid- 
ing whether  or  not  statements  are  empirically  informative.  But  in 
that  capacity  the  verification  principle  is  not  a  principle  which 
somehow  sits  in  judgment  upon  all  discourse,  including  theological, 
ethical,  and  other  non-empirical  languages;  it  is  one  tool  among 
others  and,  like  all  tools,  it  may  not  be  an  appropriate  one  for  all 
jobs. 

What  we  have  here,  then,  is  not  really  a  criterion  of  meaningfulness 
(a  way  of  separating  wheat  from  chafT)  but  a  criterion  of  empiricality 
(a  way,  as  we  might  say,  of  separating  wheat  from  oats,  or  barley,  or 
rice). ^2 

The  limited  range  of  the  verification  principle,  on  which  verifica- 
tional analysis  rests,  may  explain  the  failure  of  this  form  of  linguistic 
analysis  to  appreciate  the  comprehensibility  of  a  wide  variety  of 
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linguistic  uses  not  amenable  to  this  criterion  of  meaning.  The 
single-minded  devotion  of  verificational  analysis  to  the  verification 
principle  of  meaning  has  resulted  in  an  unfortunately  narrow  con- 
cept of  the  nature  and  function  of  perfectly  significant  language. 
In  this,  verificational  analysis  has  restricted  itself  by  its  dogmatic 
apriorism.  Let  us  examine  some  of  the  fruits  of  the  failure  to  follow 
the  genuinely  empirical  techniques  on  which,  ironically,  verifica- 
tional analysis  most  prides  itself. 

First,  major  assumptions  are  adopted  before  language,  in  the 
concrete,  is  ever  approached;  and  on  the  basis  of  these  assumptions 
language  is  forced  into  the  procrustean  bed  of  pre-established 
theory.  Verificational  analysis  assumes  that  the  primary  function  of 
language  is  to  inform.  It  assumes  that  there  are  only  two  possible 
kinds  of  cognitively  meaningful  proposition,  the  analytic  and  the 
synthetic.  It  assumes  that  all  language  not  meaningful  in  one  or 
other  of  these  two  ways  is  "merely  emotive."  Are  all  these  assump- 
tions correct?  Open-minded  investigation,  not  the  needs  of  the 
philosophical  system,  should  determine  our  answer.  The  image  one 
gets  of  verificational  analysis  is  too  much  that  of  a  sausage  grinder, 
receiving  a  great  variety  of  cuts  of  meat  but  turning  out  a  neat  row 
of  uniform  wurst.  Language  theory,  unlike  sausage  machines,  must 
not  ignore  real  difTerences  in  its  raw  material  for  the  sake  of  the 
working  of  the  machine  or  the  neatness  of  the  end  product. 

Second,  verificational  analysis  operates  on  the  basis  of  an  un- 
criticized  evaluation  of  importance.  Language  is  approached  with 
certain  paradigms  of  discourse  in  mind:  most  typically  these  are 
straightforward,  factually  informative  sentences  like  "Dinner  is 
ready,"  or  "It  is  raining."  Above  all,  the  paradigm  of  language  is 
found  to  be  scientific  discourse.  Thus  all  other  functions  of  language 
are  implicitly  evaluated  on  the  basis  of  the  question  "To  what 
extent  does  this  use  of  language  support  this  'basic'  function  of 
language?"  Analytic  propositions  help  language  to  communicate 
empirical  facts,  and  so  pass  the  test;  others  fail  to  measure  up  to 
the  imposed  yardstick  and  are  rejected,  castigated,  or  treated  as 
negligible. 

A  more  empirical,  less  doctrinaire  approach  to  language  would 
show  that  there  are  many  noteworthy  functions  of  language  besides 
the  analytic  and  the  empirically  informative.  Among  these  are  the 
imperative,  performative,  and  interrogative  functions  of  speech.  The 
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function  of  the  imperative,  first,  is  not  to  inform  someone  about 
facts  (even  facts  about  his  desires — one  may  be  in  a  mihtary  chain 
of  command  giving  orders  quite  in  conflict  with  one's  own  wishes) 
but  to  get  something  done.  Imperative  uses  of  language  are  mean- 
ingful— we  are  able  to  use  them  successfully  to  accomplish  our 
purposes — and  yet  they  are  not  open  to  the  application  of  the 
verification  principle  of  meaning.  To  the  imperative  "Open  the 
door,"  it  is  logically  inappropriate  to  reply  "Prove  it!"  or  "What 
actual  or  possible  experience  would  be  relevant  to  verifying  that 
statement?"  The  performative  use  of  language,  secondly,  is  not  un- 
common; its  function  is  actually  to  do  something.  A  declaration  of 
war,  an  official  proclamation  of  the  opening  of  a  new  highway — 
such  uses  of  language  are  themselves  acts.  Once  again  we  find 
meaningful  language  outside  the  logical  scope  of  the  verification 
principle  of  meaning.  In  response  to  the  words  "I  pronounce  you 
man  and  wife,"  or  "I  hereby  name  this  ship  the  Arabella"  it  is  not 
appropriate  to  ask  for  verification  or  falsification.  Speech  here  is 
not  being  used  to  inform  but  to  perform.  Yet  it  is  meaningful.  The 
interrogative  use  of  language,  third,  is  not  in  any  way  informative. 
It  does  not  always  state  that  the  questioner  is  ignorant  of  the  an- 
swer, since  he  may  be  merely  testing  the  person  addressed;  it  does 
not  always  state  that  he  wants  an  answer,  because  the  question  may 
be  one  which  he  thinks  to  be  without  an  answer  or  to  have  an  an- 
swer which  he  would  prefer  not  to  know;  a  question  does  not  even 
always  function  as  an  imperative — though  it  often  may — since  ques- 
tions may  be  voiced  when  one  is  alone,  or  musing,  or  not  being 
listened  to.  Common  speech  everywhere  exhibits  logical  structures 
radically  different  from  verificational  analysis's  paradigm-language 
of  descriptive  factual  statements;  but  common  speech  is  none  the 
less  fully  capable  of  accomplishing  its  various  ends  and  must  there- 
fore in  some  sense  be  judged  meaningful. 

The  gist  of  this  discussion  has  been  to  show  that  there  are  im- 
portant realms  of  discourse  with  which  verificational  analysis  can 
deal  only  awkwardly,  if  at  all.  It  is  now  most  clearly  an  open  ques- 
tion whether — or  to  what  extent — the  critiques  which  we  have  seen 
launched  upon  theological  discourse  from  the  perspective  of  verifi- 
cational analysis  have  resulted  in  a  distortion  rather  than  a  clarifi- 
cation of  the  logic  of  theological  speech. 
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Certainly  we  are  required  to  reconsider  the  argument  that  theo- 
logical speech,  because  of  its  essential  "incomprehensibility,"  fails 
even  to  provide  a  basis  for  belief  or  disbelief.  Bernard  Williams' 
claim  to  this  effect  (noted  in  Chapter  Three)  rests,  of  course,  on 
evident  truth.  There  is  no  such  thing  as  a  perfectly  pellucid  discus- 
sion of  theological  matters — nor  is  there  any  hope  for  talk  about 
God  which  will  be  as  unquestionably  clear  as  talk  about  tables  and 
chairs.  Theological  tradition  itself  recognizes  this  to  be  the  case 
and  takes  steps,  variously,  to  deal  with  it.  But  we  must  not  equate, 
as  Williams  does,  "incomprehensible"  with  "insignificant."  A  propo- 
sition which  is  not  fully  comprehensible  need  not  be  entirely 
without  significance.  The  degree  of  theoretical  comprehensibility 
required  for  a  proposition  depends  on  the  function  intended  for  it. 
Even  empirically  descriptive  statements,  about  electricity,  for  ex- 
ample, can  retain  elements  of  incomprehensibility  and  still  be  useful 
to  physicists  and  housewives.  We  can  believe  or  disbelieve  such 
statements  even  though  we  do  not  "properly  understand"  them  in 
the  sense  of  total  and  complete  theoretical  grasp. 

The  logical  use  of  theological  statements  is  to  an  important  ex- 
tent theoretical,  as  we  shall  see,  but  this  one  function  need  not — as 
Williams  seems  to  assume — exhaust  the  uses  of  theological  dis- 
course. And  if  there  are  more  uses  for  theological  assertions  than 
theoretical  belief  alone,  perhaps  even  a  high  degree  of  theoretical 
incomprehensibility  is  compatible  with  the  meaningful  employment 
of  such  language. ^^ 

Verificational  analysis  demands  clear  and  distinct  ideas  modeled 
on  the  precision  of  logic  and  the  determinateness  of  sense-experi- 
ence; but  we  have  come  to  suspect  that  this  is  not  a  necessary 
condition  for  all  varieties  of  meaning.  Verificational  analysis  recog- 
nizes as  meaningful  only  the  functions  of  language  which  are  useful 
for  the  communication  of  "fact"  in  the  limited  sense  of  the  word 
which  it  adopts;  but  we  have  suggested  that  this  may  be  evidence 
of  indefensible  narrowness.  For  a  more  adequate  treatment  of  theo- 
logical discourse  we  must  abandon  the  closely  circumscribed  tech- 
niques of  verificational  analysis  and  search  for  a  style  of  linguistic 
analysis  which  can  better  appreciate  the  extraordinary  variety  of 
the  functions  of  language. 


5 

THE  LOGIC  OF 
FUNCTIONAL  ANALYSIS 


THE  MORE  FLEXIBLE  analytical  approach  to  language  is  represented 
in  modern  philosophy  by  what  I  shall  call  "functional  analysis." 
It,  like  verificational  analysis,  shares  the  background  of  the  linguistic 
philosophy  "family."  But  it  conceives  in  ways  very  different  from 
those  of  verificational  analysis  the  nature  of  language,  meaning, 
and  philosophical  methods  of  analysis. 

I 

A  root  difference  between  functional  and  verificational  analysis 
with  far-reaching  consequences  may  be  found  in  the  differing 
models  under  which  each  views  language.  This  divergence  begins 
as  a  matter  of  emphasis:  where  verificational  analysis  tends  to  con- 
ceive of  language  largely  on  the  model  of  a  useful  invention,  func- 
tional analysis  tends  to  picture  language  more  as  a  natural  growth 
or  an  organism.  To  say  this  is  not  to  suppose  that  functional  analysis 
fails  to  recognize  that  some  language  is  a  deliberately  shaped  tool 
of  man  or  to  accuse  verificational  analysis  of  never  admitting  the 
natural  origins  of  language;  but  when  it  comes  to  describing  the 
essential  character  of  language,  the  two  streams  of  thought  within 
the  linguistic  philosophy  "family"  part  company. 

While  verificational  analysis,  as  we  have  seen,  finds  in  the  state- 
ments of  the  empirical  sciences  the  most  adequate  examples  of  what 
language  really  is  at  its  best  (and  draws  premature  conclusions 
from  this  valuation  concerning  the  functioning  of  "language 
proper"),  Ludwig  Wittgenstein  in  his  later  writings  graphically 
pictures  "language  proper"  as  something  quite  different  from  its 
"surrounding"  areas  of  scientific  precision. 
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Our  language  can  be  seen  as  an  ancient  city:  a  maze  of  little  streets 
and  squares,  of  old  and  new  houses,  and  of  houses  with  additions  from 
various  periods;  and  this  surrounded  by  a  multitude  of  new  boroughs  with 
straight  regular  streets  and  uniform  houses.^ 

Such  a  shifting  of  the  models  under  which  language  is  to  be 
conceived  forces  quite  a  different  attitude  on  the  investigator.  If, 
with  verificational  analysis,  language  is  initially  pictured  as  an  in- 
strument whose  essential  function  is  to  make  possible  the  communi- 
cation of  empirical  facts,  then  conceptual  shears  are  supplied  to 
snip  off"  those  utterances  which  fail  to  further  this  function.  But  let 
language  be  approached,  with  functional  analysis,  as  a  natural 
phenomenon,  and  no  a  priori  grounds  are  given  for  excluding  any 
of  the  uses  of  language.  Thus  functional  analysis  cannot  permit 
one  to  approach  language  in  the  mood  of  a  technician  prepared  to 
select  the  apparatus  which  seems  most  useful  for  a  specific  purpose, 
but  advocates,  rather,  the  attitude  of  a  biologist  prepared  simply 
to  observe  and  classify.  Wittgenstein,  the  former  verificational  ana- 
lyst, wryly  reflects  on  his  own  earlier  and,  he  thinks,  over-orderly 
conception  of  "language-games"  in  the  following  words: 

Review   the   multiplicity   of   language-games   in   the   following  examples, 
and  in  others: 

Giving  orders,  and  obeying  them — 

Describing  the  appearance  of  an  object,  or  giving  its  measurements — 

Constructing  an  object  from  a  description  (a  drawing)  — 

Reporting  an  event — 

Speculating  about  an  event — 

Forming  and  testing  a  hypothesis — 

Presenting  the  results  of  an  experiment  in  tables  and  diagrams — 

Making  up  a  story;  and  reading  it — 

Play-acting — 

Singing  catches — 

Guessing  riddles — 

Making  a  joke;  telling  it — 

Solving  a  problem  in  practical  arithmetic — 

Translating  from  one  language  into  another — 

Asking,  thanking,  cursing,  greeting,  praying — 
— It  is  interesting  to  compare  the  multiplicity  of  the  tools  in  language 
and  of  the  ways  they  are  used,  the  multiplicity  of  kinds  of  word  and 
sentence,  with  what  logicians  have  said  about  the  structure  of  language. 
(Including  the  author  of  the  Tractatus  Logico-Philosophicus) .^ 
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Such  an  empirical  view  of  language  would  not  deny  the  im- 
portance of  analytic  and  synthetic  propositions  in  the  daily  func- 
tioning of  language,  but  it  would  less  grudgingly  admit  to  full 
linguistic  citizenship  sentences  which  verificational  analysis  would 
consider  alien,  or  at  best  naturalized  citizens  of  the  linguistic  com- 
munity. Indeed,  it  might  even  question  the  evaluation  of  impor- 
tance made  by  verificational  analysis  if  defended  on  the  basis  of 
frequency  of  use;  perhaps  the  uses  of  language  which  verificational 
analysts  put  to  one  side  as  "unimportant  exceptions"  are  actually 
as  much  to  be  reckoned  with  as  the  empirically  factual  uses  which 
occupy  so  much  of  their  attention. 

The  stress  of  the  functional  analyst  on  language  as  a  "natural 
growth"  leads  to  a  corresponding  emphasis  on  the  essential  sociality 
of  language,  since  it  is  only  in  and  through  society  that  language 
may  be  said  to  have  "grown  naturally."  A  private  definition  of  a 
word  does  not  form  part  of  language  because  it  has  none  of  the 
results  which  are  the  mark  of  genuine  linguistic  uses;  such  a  private 
word  would  literally  make  no  difference.  It  would  be  of  as  little 
consequence  as  would  be  the  right  hand's  "making  a  gift"  to  the 
left  hand! 

Why  can't  my  right  hand  give  my  left  hand  money? — My  right  hand 
can  put  it  into  my  left  hand.  My  right  hand  can  write  a  deed  of  gift 
and  my  left  hand  a  receipt. — But  the  further  practical  consequences 
would  not  be  those  of  a  gift.  When  the  left  hand  has  taken  the  money 
from  the  right,  etc.,  we  shall  ask:  "Well,  and  what  of  it?"  And  the  same 
could  be  asked  if  a  person  had  given  himself  a  private  definition  of  a 
word.  .  .  .^ 

What  are  the  "practical  consequences"  of  essentially  social  lan- 
guage? Where  the  ready  reply  of  verificational  analysis  to  this 
question  might  have  been:  "to  make  possible  the  growth  of  factual 
knowledge,  as  in  the  sciences,"  functional  analysis  allows  itself  no 
single  answer  at  all.  What  single  characteristic  result  have  such  di- 
verse uses  of  language  as  making  up  a  story  and  reading  it,  or 
guessing  riddles,  or  reporting  an  event,  or  making  a  joke  and  telling 
it,  or  greeting,  or  praying?  There  is  none.  The  one  general  char- 
acteristic of  linguistic  utterance  is  that  it  has  some  social  context 
and  some  practical  effects.  Sometimes,  it  is  true,  we  try  to  employ 
language  where  it  has  no  social  context  or  results,  but  in  each  case 
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we  find  that  we  are  violently  tearing  language  out  of  its  ordinary 
and  proper  role  in  the  affairs  of  life;  when  we  examine  the  task 
of  philosophical  analysis  we  shall  see  what  problems  may  be  caused 
by  such  a  gratuitous  removal  of  language  from  its  matrix  in  social 
existence.  Language,  for  functional  analysis,  is  a  complex  social 
product  with  many  legitimate  uses. 

II 

The  words  "uses"  and  "functions"  have  for  some  time  now  ap- 
peared rather  frequently  in  these  pages.  It  is  to  the  cluster  of 
thoughts  associated  with  these  words  that  we  must  turn  when  we 
attempt  to  uncover  the  theory  of  meaning  advanced  by  functional 
analysis. 

Happily  deprived  of  the  relatively  simple  and  clear-cut  under- 
standing of  language  possessed  by  verificational  analysis,  functional 
analysis  finds  that  the  meaning  of  "meaning"  must  be  correspond- 
ingly more  inclusive  than  that  allowed  by  the  principle  of  verifica- 
tion. In  reaction  against  the  excessive  concentration  of  verificational 
analysis  on  "meaning"  narrowly  understood,  some  philosophers 
employing  the  techniques  of  functional  analysis  cry,  "Don't  ask  for 
the  meaning,  ask  for  the  use."  But  such  a  slogan  is  raised,  not,  as 
it  would  appear,  to  discard  altogether  discussion  of  meaning,  but 
to  urge  (with,  perhaps,  the  emphasis  of  overstatement  and  para- 
dox) the  consideration  of  a  new  conception  of  meaning  itself. 
Where  verificational  analysis  wields  a  rigid  yardstick  against  which 
to  determine  the  meaning  of  all  assertions,  functional  analysis  pro- 
vides a  flexible  tape  measure  which  will,  it  is  claimed,  fit  not  only 
the  plane  surfaces  of  language  but  also  its  irregular  contours.  Func- 
tional analysis  would  approach  each  sentence  as  an  individual  case 
and  with  no  preconceived  definitions  of  significance.  The  willing- 
ness of  verificational  analysis  to  import  such  a  definition,  functional 
analysts  feel,  betrays  the  common  ground  concerning  the  function 
of  philosophy  supposedly  shared  by  all  members  of  the  modern 
philosophical  "family." 

It  is  surely  no  part  of  philosophy  to  offer  definitions  which  delimit 
beforehand  the  range  of  meaningfulness.  The  belief  that  such  is  part  of 
the  function  of  philosophy  is  a  relic  of  the  belief  which  the  positivists 
themselves  have  done  so  much  to  dispel,  namely  the  belief  that  philosophy, 
to  use  the  modem  idiom,  can  be  more  than  analysis.* 
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If  we  were  to  take  quite  literally  the  warning  of  the  functional 
analysts  against  all  general  definitions  of  meaning,  we  should  be 
unable  to  discuss  a  "theory  of  meaning"  at  all!  Fortunately,  how- 
ever, a  distinction  may  be  made  between  those  more  dogmatic 
"definitions  of  meaning"  which,  in  the  manner  of  verificational 
analysis,  make  explicit  a  priori  some  standard  to  be  attained  by 
each  meaningful  sentence  and  other,  more  empirical,  general  state- 
ments of  procedure  which  instruct  us  where  to  look  in  each  case 
to  discover  the  meaning  of  the  sentence.  The  "theory  of  meaning" 
of  functional  analysis  may  therefore  be  understood  as  fundamen- 
tally a  statement  of  procedure:  the  meaning  of  language,  we  are 
told,  is  found  in  its  use. 

"Look  at  the  sentence  as  an  instrument,  and  at  its  sense  as  its 
employment."^  "Every  sign  by  itself  seems  dead.  What  gives  it  life? 
— In  use  it  is  alive.  Is  life  breathed  into  it  there? — Or  is  the  use 
its  life?"^  "The  arrow  points  only  in  the  application  that  a  living 
being  makes  of  it."^ 

If  the  meaning  of  a  statement  is  to  be  found  in  its  use,  how  are 
we  to  understand  "use"?  One  possible  interpretation  of  "use" 
would  emphasize  its  link  with  "usage,"  wherein  popular  usage  may 
be  tabulated  roughly,  it  would  seem,  on  the  basis  of  the  educated 
consensus.  An  influential  example  of  conceptual  analysis  based  on 
considerations  of  current  correct  usage  of  language  is  Professor 
J.  L.  Austin's  article  "Other  Minds,"^  in  which  the  concept  of 
knowledge  is  approached  through  an  examination  of  the  proper 
usage  of  the  verb  "to  know."  But,  protesting  against  a  possible 
overemphasis  on  "usage,"  Professor  Gilbert  Ryle  reminds  us  that 
it  is  philosophically  risky  merely  to  point  to  the  fact  that  "nobody 

says  ."  Use,  according  to  Ryle,  should  be  interpreted  as  more 

closely  akin  to  "standard  correct  employment"  than  to  "popular 
usage." 

There  cannot  be  a  misusage  any  more  than  there  can  be  a  miscustom 
or  a  misv'ogue.  The  methods  of  discovering  linguistic  usages  are  the  meth- 
ods of  philologists.^ 

These  two  interpretations,  however,  need  not  be  mutually  ex- 
clusive. We  must  not  say 

.  .  .  either  that  philosophy  is  only  a  conceptual  investigation  or  that 
philosopi.'M'-   should   investigate   only   the  ordinary  concepts  of  common 
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sense  or  that  they  should  never  try  to  improve  any  of  the  concepts  they 
have  investigated  (which  would  necessarily  involve  changing  the  present 
use  of  the  words  concerned)  .^° 

"Yet,"  the  last-quoted  writer  adds,  "it  is  surely  only  prudent  to 
elucidate  the  current  nature  of  the  concept  (the  current  correct 
usage  of  the  word  and  its  synonyms — and  any  equivalents  in  any 
other  language)  before  rushing  forward  with  suggestions  on  how 
to  reform  it."^^ 

Whatever  their  internal  differences  of  interpretation,  functional 
analysts  close  ranks  in  rejection  of  the  doctrinaire  standard  of  mean- 
ing embodied  in  the  verification  principle — if  this  principle  is  in- 
flated into  the  measure  of  all  language.  The  attempt  at  verification, 
as  we  have  recognized,  may  imder  many  circumstances  be  useful 
as  an  aid  to  classification.  But : 

To  say  of  a  given  sentence  that  it  can  be  verified  is  not  to  say  anything 
about  the  meaningfulness  of  the  sentence  but  to  characterize  it  as  being 
a  sentence  of  a  certain  type,  namely,  an  empirical  sentence.^^ 

If  the  verification  principle  cannot  deal  with  a  sentence,  this  can- 
not be  construed  as  sufficient  justification  for  concluding  that  the 
sentence  is  either  analytic  or  lacking  in  all  significance.  Admittedly, 

.  .  .  such  a  sentence  cannot  be  an  empirical  one.  The  question  whether 
it  is  meaningful  is  a  further  question,  quite  independent  of  the  question 
whether  it  is  empirical  or  not.^^ 

Meaning,  then,  is  more  adequately  understood  in  terms  of  the  uses 
or  functions  of  language  than  in  terms  of  actual  or  possible  ex- 
periences. It  may  often  be  the  function  of  language  to  refer  to  some 
experience  or  perceptible  event,  but  it  need  not  always  be  so.  The 
more  inclusive  approach  to  meaning  is  clearly  exhibited  in  the 
philosophical  practice  of  functional  analysis. 

Ill 

The  task  of  functional  analysis  is  both  to  elucidate  the  meaning 
of  language  by  revealing  its  use  or  uses  in  context  and  to  uncover 
linguistic  misuses  when  they  occur.  Wittgenstein  places  much  em- 
phasis on  the  latter  role  of  philosophical  analysis.  "Philosophical 
problems  arise,"  he  says,  "when  language  goes  on  holiday."^*  "The 
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confusions  which  occupy  us  arise  when  language  is  like  an  engine 
idling,  not  when  it  is  doing  work.""  Language  has  a  tendency 
sometimes  to  slip  from  doing  useful  work  into  idle  habitual  repeti- 
tions which  have  no  use.  How  many  puzzling  questions  and  answers 
are  based  on  verbal  wheel-spinning  where  the  language  involved  is 
divorced  from  the  context  in  which  it  had  a  real  function!  St. 
Augustine's  famous  concern  about  the  paradoxes  of  time^®  strikes 
many  functional  analysts  as  an  example  of  this  misuse  of  language 
since  the  philosophical  puzzlement  in  which  he  is  caught  is  due  to 
his  attempted  use  of  temporal  language  far  afield  from  the  contexts 
where  it  has  some  use:  for  example,  of  being  early  to  dinner  or 
late  for  a  dental  appointment  or  on  time  for  a  dress  parade.  The 
role  of  philosophical  analysis  is  upon  each  occurrence  of  this  misuse 
to  point  out  the  distance  between  the  confused  employment  of 
language  which  is  causing  the  "mental  cramp"  and  the  concrete 
setting-in-function  from  which  the  puzzling  language  was  torn. 

But  necessary  as  this  role  for  functional  analysis  must  be  when 
needless  puzzles  are  generated  by  the  misuse  of  language,  the  oc- 
casions on  which  language  goes  entirely  "on  holiday"  are  relatively 
infrequent.  More  important  work  is  done  by  functional  analysis 
when  it  clarifies  the  actual  uses  of  language  of  various  sorts.  Two 
related  techniques  are  often  used  to  aid  in  this  important  task:  the 
paradigm  case  technique  and  the  technique  of  significant  compari- 
son. 

The  usefulness  of  the  paradigm  case  technique  in  clarifying  the 
function  of  puzzling  or  problem-causing  discourse  is  in  its  simplicity, 
directness,  and  universal  availability.  Whenever  one  is  confronted 
with  a  word,  phrase,  or  sentence  whose  function  is  unclear  or 
controversial,  one  may  deal  with  it  by  the  paradigm  case  technique 
by  bringing  forward  another  example  of  the  same  word  or  sentence 
which  is  perfectly  clear  as  to  use.  This  uncontroversial  example 
will  be  taken  as  the  paradigm-use  of  the  language  in  question,  and 
study  of  the  paradigm  in  relation  to  the  puzzling  example  will 
greatly  clarify  the  latter's  logical  role.  One  thing  is  clear:  there 
will  somewhere  be  a  paradigm  for  any  phrase,  because  without 
some  genuine  and  legitimate  use  that  phrase  could  not  exist. 

This  fact  is  not  always  recognized.  Occasionally,  for  example, 
someone  who  is  deeply  impressed  with  modern  physics  may  wonder 
whether  any  legitimate  use  of  the  word  "solid"  can  remain.  Every 
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physical  object,  he  may  muse  to  himself,  is  a  whirling  mass  of 
electrical  charges;  nothing  is  really  solid;  my  desk,  this  stone  wall 
— these  are  not  "really"  solid.  But  in  raising  these  questions  the 
person  is  leading  himself  into  confusion.  The  very  paradigm-uses 
of  the  word  "solid"  are  those  with  reference  to  stone  walls  and 
desks.  Uses  in  these  contexts  are  the  very  uses  that  are  the  meaning 
of  the  expression.  To  suggest  that  these  meaning-bestowing  uses 
are  themselves  inappropriate  is  absurd  and,  in  a  sense,  contradic- 
tory. What  may  be  learned  from  this  application  of  the  paradigm 
case  technique  is  that  the  meaning  of  "solid"  is  in  no  way  incom- 
patible with  "composed  wholly  of  whirling  electrical  charges." 
Denying  this  is  equivalent  to  denying  that  any  use  whatever  per- 
tains to  "solid" — that  is,  concluding  that  it  is  a  meaningless  expres- 
sion. But  the  fact  that  we  can  use  "solid"  correctly,  distinguishing 
solid  things  from  liquid  or  gaseous  or  squashy  things,  refutes  this 
claim. 

In  addition  to  the  paradigm  case  technique,  functional  analysis 
employs  a  technique  which  I  have  called  "significant  comparison," 
a  tool  of  considerable  usefulness  in  revealing  the  meaning  of  our 
language.  If  a  phrase  is  unclear,  it  is  often  wise  policy  to  compare 
the  job  it  accomplishes  with  other  forms  of  language — or  other 
activities — that  do  the  same  work.  Such  a  technique  often  throws 
much  light  on  the  meaning  of  a  statement.  It  may  considerably 
clarify  the  meaning  of  the  statement  (made  by  the  Mayor)  "I 
hereby  declare  this  expressway  open"  if  we  utilize  the  technique 
of  significant  comparison  to  show  that  this  sentence  has  the  same 
function  as,  for  example,  the  Mayor's  ceremonial  cutting  of  a  rib- 
bon or  swinging  open  of  a  gate.  What  was  the  use  of  the  Mayor's 
statement?  Was  it  to  inform  us  about  an  event  which  had  occurred 
five  minutes,  one  minute,  a  split  second  before  he  spoke?  No,  the 
expressway  was  not  officially  open  until  the  Mayor  had  spoken. 
Was  his  statement  a  disguised  plea  for  us  to  use  the  new  highway? 
Hardly!  The  logical  use  of  this  language  was  to  bring  about  the 
official  opening  of  the  road;  its  meaning  is  misunderstood  in  other 
terms.  And  one  of  the  best  helps  in  grasping  this  meaning  is  to 
compare  the  Mayor's  speech  with  other  means  of  accomplishing 
the  same  end. 

Above  all,  functional  analysis  insists  that  those  who  use  the  lan- 
guage under  study  should  be  allowed  to  express  their  own  views 
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as  to  the  function  of  their  speech.  Before  the  poet,  for  example,  is 
told  ex  cathedra  what  uses  his  language  has,  he  should  be  asked 
how  he  hit  ends  to  employ  his  words.  The  empiricism  on  which 
functional  analysis  rightly  prides  itself  will  be  preserved  only  if  a 
fair  hearing  is  given  to  those  who  are  most  intimately  involved  in 
the  use  of  language  under  analysis. 

For  an  understanding  of  theological  discourse,  therefore,  the 
principles  of  functional  analysis  require  that  we  listen  to  the  ex- 
planation offered  by  theologians  themselves  concerning  their  lan- 
guage. While  listening  we  must  keep  our  critical  wits  about  us,  of 
course,  because  the  ability  to  use  a  form  of  speech  does  not  guar- 
antee an  adequate  understanding  of  the  logical  principles  under- 
lying this  use;  but  we  cannot  afford  to  be  without  the  insights 
concerning  theological  discourse  which  those  most  concerned  with 
its  use  can  offer.  The  next  three  chapters,  therefore,  will  deal  with 
three  theological  viewpoints  concerning  the  language  of  theism. 
When  we  have  acquainted  ourselves  with  these  positions  we  shall 
be  better  prepared  to  take  up  again  the  thread  of  functionally 
analytical  philosophical  discussion  and  to  see  why  it  is  that  some 
functional  analysts  condemn  theological  language  as  serving  an 
"improper"  function,  others  claim  to  identify  certain  familiar  func-  I 

tions  in  this  language,  and  still  others  insist  that  theological  speech 
has  a  function  uniquely  its  own. 
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THE  FUNDAMENTAL  PROBLEM  for  uscrs  of  thcological  language,  as 
seen  by  one  theological  tradition,*  is  the  avoidance,  on  the  one 
hand,  of  anthropomorphism  and,  on  the  other,  of  agnosticism.  Let 
us  examine  the  problem  as  it  is  visualized  by  these  theologians. 

I 

Human  language,  all  admit,  is  best  suited  for  dealing  with  fa- 
miliar objects,  qualities,  and  relations.  The  very  meanings  of  the 
terms  in  our  speech — as  illustrated  by  the  paradigm  case  technique 
— have  grown  up  through  the  needs  and  experiences  of  ordinary 
life.  Since  our  language  is  thus  firmly  rooted  in  human  purpose, 
it  would  seem  inevitable  that  wherever  it  is  applied  it  must  express 
its  ancestry  by  imposing  human  categories  of  thought  on  every- 
thing it  touches.  But  if  human  speech  brings  with  its  use  unavoid- 
able anthropocentric  distortion,  how  is  anthropomorphism  to  be 
avoided  in  theological  discourse? 

God  is  traditionally  held  to  be  "infinite,"  of  course,  and  lip 
service  is  paid  to  his  "transcendent  and  unimaginable  glory";  but 
despite  these  verbal  bows  in  the  direction  of  God's  "otherness," 
language  developed  to  deal  with  finite  objects  is  used  to  describe 
him — and  at  times  to  do  so  in  considerable  detail!  The  inexorable 
pressures  of  language  would  seem  to  prevent  anyone  from  speaking 
about  the  infinite  or  the  transcendent  but,  rather,  to  force  one  to 

*  Logical  traditions,  not  ecclesiastical  or  confessional  traditions,  are  here 
under  discussion.  I  am  also  particularly  concerned  with  contemporary  in- 
terpreters of  this  tradition  rather  than  with  historical  questions  of  origin 
or  exegesis,  which  would  take  us  too  far  afield. 
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speak — despite   oneself — less   of   infinite   God   than   of  superlative 
man. 

Let  one  speak  of  God  as  "the  All-Wise  One,"  for  example,  and 
his  language  compels  him  to  understand  the  "wisdom"  of  God  in 
the  same  sense  that  human  wisdom  is  understood  (though  greatly 
magnified,  no  doubt)  if  he  is  to  understand  anything  at  all  by 
these  words;  this  is  the  only  sense  of  the  word  that  human  beings 
can  know.  Even  the  traditional  recourse  to  the  "theistic  proofs,"  if 
looked  to  as  providing  words  which  are  straightforwardly  applicable 
to  God,  must  fail,  since  (even  if  the  proofs  were  valid)  to  prove 
God  a  "first  cause"  or  an  "unmoved  mover"  or  "sum  of  perfec- 
tions" or  "self-existing  being"  is  either  to  deal  in  human  language 
and  in  human  meanings,  or  not.  On  the  first  alternative  "God" 
becomes  merely  a  part  of  the  natural  order,  "for  clearly  causes  and 
efTects  are  terms  in  a  single  series  and  belong  to  the  same  order  of 
reality,"^  and  God's  perfections  are  reduced  to  the  level  delimited 
by  human  imagination.  On  the  second  alternative  "cause,"  "mover," 
"perfection,"  "existing,"  "being,"  and  the  like,  are  emptied  of 
meaning  when  predicated  of  God. 

You  are  in  fact  in  an  insoluble  dilemma.  If  you  assert  existence  and 
causality  of  God  in  the  same  sense  in  which  you  assert  them  of  finite 
beings,  you  are  rendering  God  incapable  of  fulfilling  the  very  function 
for  whose  performance  you  alleged  him  to  be  necessary.  But  if  you  assert 
existence  and  causality  of  God  in  an  altogether  different  sense  from  that 
in  which  you  assert  them  of  finite  beings,  you  are  making  statements 
about  God  to  which  you  can,  ex  hypothesi,  assign  no  intelligible  content. 
God  therefore  is  either  useless  or  unthinkable;  this  would  seem  to  be  the 
conclusion  of  the  matter.^ 

The  theist  is  caught  in  a  cross  fire.  Either  human  language  is 
allowed  to  retain  its  meaning,  drawn  from  human  experience  of  the 
finite,  in  which  case  it  cannot  be  about  the  God  of  theism,  who  is 
not  supposed  either  to  be  finite  or  to  be  properly  describable  in 
finite  terms;  or  language,  "purified"  of  its  anthropocentric  roots,  is 
emptied  of  meaning  for  human  beings,  in  which  case  it  can  be 
neither  human  language  nor — for  us — "about"  God.  Put  more 
technically,  the  theist  would  seem  compelled  to  choose  between 
univocal  language,  which  makes  the  object  of  his  talk  no  longer 
"God"  because  merely  comparable  to  the  rest  of  his  experience, 
and  equivocal  language,  which  "cleanses"  the  terms  used  in  describ- 
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ing  God  entirely  of  any  anthropomorphism  they  might  ordinarily 
possess  but  thereby  forces  the  theist  into  a  position  of  total  agnosti- 
cism, capable  of  knowing  nothing  as  to  the  meaning  of  his  words- 
about-God — not  even  knowing  whether  "existence"  when  applied 
to  "God"  has  any  relationship  to  its  ordinary  human  use.  From  the 
standpoint  of  logic,  the  theist  who  chooses  to  speak  in  equivocal 
terms  is  only  punning  on  the  English  language  when  he  calls  God 
"good"  or  "loving"  or  "wise."  Apart  from  sheerly  emotional  fac- 
tors, he  should  have  no  objection,  on  this  position,  to  speaking  of 
God  as  "pink"  (in  a  "completely  different  sense")  or  "multicellu- 
lar" or  "washable"  (in  senses  "wholly  uncontaminated  with  their 
ordinary  meanings" ) . 

There  seems  no  escape.  If  univocal,  then  language  falls  into 
anthropomorphism  and  cannot  be  about  God;  if  equivocal,  then 
language  bereft  of  its  meaning  leads  to  agnosticism  and  cannot  for 
us  be  about  God.  But  at  this  point  it  is  the  contention  of  a  major 
theological  tradition  that  between  the  univocal  and  the  equivocal 
lies  a  third  logically  important  employment  of  language  which  can 
provide  theological  discourse  with  a  live  alternative  to  both  an- 
thropomorphism and  agnosticism.  This  "middle  way"  is  the  logic 
of  analogy. 

II 

"Analogy  is  a  relation  between  objects,"  says  Austin  Farrer, 
"capable  of  being  classed  as  a  species  of  'likeness.'  "  The  sort  of 
"likeness"  on  which  any  analogy  depends,  he  continues,  is  that 
which  is  "reducible  to  the  presence  in  the  similars  of  an  identical 
abstractible  characteristic."^  If  this  is  the  case,  then  subscribing  to 
the  logic  of  analogy  concerning  statements  about  God  would  entail 
our  accepting  the  proposition  that  there  is  at  least  one  abstractible 
characteristic  which  God,  in  some  legitimate  sense,  can  be  said  to 
share  with  finite  being.  The  function  of  a  theory  of  analogy  on  this 
interpretation  must  be  to  explain  in  what  "legitimate  sense"  or 
senses  such  a  characteristic  would  be  predicated  of  God.  We  shall 
have  occasion  later  to  question  the  objectivist  view  of  analogy 
which  is  offered  here,  but  since  the  traditional  account  given  of 
this  logic  has  been  in  terms  of  a  "theological  object-language"  it 
will  be  useful  to  follow  the  exposition  of  this  viewpoint  in  tradi- 
tional terms. 
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Two  kinds  of  analogies  are  distinguished  as  relevant  to  theism. 
The  first,  usually  called  the  "analogy  of  attribution,"  relates  two 
analogates  which  may  in  many  respects  differ  widely  from  each 
other.  One  of  the  analogates  (the  prime  analogate)  possesses  the 
characteristic  predicated  of  it  in  a  "formal"  manner,  that  is,  in  a 
wholly  proper  (univocal)  and  actual  sense,  while  the  other  analo- 
gate has  predicated  of  it  a  "like"  characteristic  in  a  relative  or 
derivative  sense.  Some  example  like  the  following  is  often  chosen 
to  illustrate  this  variety  of  analogy:  we  may  call  both  men  and 
mountain  resorts  "healthy."  The  place  may  be  called  "healthy"  in 
a  derivative  sense  thanks  to  its  tendency  to  cause  the  men  who  live 
there  (the  prime  analogates  in  this  case)  to  be  called  "healthy" 
in  a  formal  sense.  This  is  a  good  example  since  it  shows  not  only 
what  is  meant  by  "formal"  and  "derivative"  predication  in  the 
terminology  of  the  classical  doctrine  of  analogy  but  also  the  im- 
portance for  the  very  possibility  of  the  analogy  of  the  real  relation 
in  which  the  analogates  stand.  No  analogy  of  attribution  can  be 
manufactured  out  of  thin  air;  there  must  be  some  prior  relationship 
between  the  terms  on  the  basis  of  which  common  attribution  is 
possible.  Nor  does  the  theological  use  of  the  analogy  of  attribution 
admit  exception  to  this  rule.  "In  its  theological  application,  where 
the  analogates  concerned  are  God  and  a  creature,  the  relation  upon 
which  the  analogy  is  based  will  be  that  of  creative  causality;  crea- 
tures are  related  to  God  as  his  effects.  .  .  ."*  Once  it  is  made  clear 
that  the  theist  bases  his  language  about  God  on  the  understanding 
that  God  is  creative  cause  of  finite  things  (it  is  held)  there  should 
be  no  obstacle  to  admitting  that  theological  language  founded  on 
this  real  relation  is  fully  meaningful  by  virtue  of  the  analogy  of 
attribution. 

In  addition  to  the  analogy  of  attribution  there  may  be  distin- 
guished another  theologically  useful  kind  of  analogy  traditionally 
called  the  "analogy  of  proportionality."  While  the  analogates  com- 
posing an  analogy  of  attribution  are  "unequal,"  that  is,  only  one 
of  the  two  really  deserving  to  have  predicated  of  it  the  common 
abstractible  characteristic  (the  "analogue")  in  a  formal  sense,  both 
the  terms  in  an  analogy  of  proportionality  possess  the  analogue  in 
a  literal  and  unmetaphorical  sense.  But  each  possesses  it  only 
proportionately  to  the  nature  of  the  analogates  concerned. 

If,  on  the  one  hand,  one  were  to  speak  of  himself  as  "feeling 
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blue"  or  of  the  air  as  "blue"  with  invective,  he  would  (strictly 
speaking)  be  equivocating.  The  analogy  of  proportionality  would 
stand  closer  to  univocal  speech  than  this.  If,  on  the  other  hand, 
one  were  to  call  identically  colored  wallpaper  in  different  rooms 
"blue,"  language  here  would  be  used  univocally.  Analogy  must 
insert  itself  between  the  two.  By  means  of  an  analogy  of  proportion- 
ality, to  continue  the  illustration,  I  might  call  the  sky  "blue"  and 
my  wife's  eyes  "blue";  here  both  terms  possess  the  common  char- 
acteristic formally,  but  in  the  way  appropriate  to  their  distinctive 
natures.  My  wife's  eyes  are  blue  with  a  "blueness"  literally  ap- 
propriate to  human  eyes  and  not  to  the  sky;  the  sky  is  blue  with  a 
"blueness"  literally  appropriate  to  an  August  day  and  not  to  a 
human  eye.  In  this  way  analogy,  we  are  told,  is  able  to  strike  a 
middle  way  between  univocal  and  equivocal  language.  "In  the 
strict  sense,  an  analogy  of  proportionality  implies  that  the  analogue 
under  discussion  is  found  formally  in  each  of  the  analogates  but  in 
a  mode  that  is  determined  by  the  nature  of  the  analogate  itself."^ 
The  application  of  analogy  of  proportionality  to  theological  dis- 
course is  straightforward:  a  term  predicated  of  God  belongs  prop- 
erly to  his  nature,  in  a  way  proportionate  to  his  nature,  in  the  same 
way  that  a  term  predicated  of  one  of  his  creatures  belongs  properly 
to  its  nature,  in  a  way  proportionate  to  its  nature.  Man  is  "good" 
in  a  way  literally  appropriate  to  man's  finite  nature.  Thus,  the 
classical  doctrine  concludes,  "God's  goodness"  is  neither  something 
unrelated  to  "man's  goodness"  nor  merely  identical  to  human 
virtue.  A  similar  analogy  of  proportionality  would  be  found  to  hold 
between  each  of  the  qualities  and  attributes  which  could  be  predi- 
cated of  divinity.  In  this  sense, 

.  .  .  while  there  cannot  be  a  proportion  of  the  finite  to  the  infinite,  there 
can  be  within  both  the  finite  and  the  infinite  proportions  which  are 
similar.  Thus  the  divine  goodness  is  to  God  as  human  goodness  is  to  man, 
and  the  divine  wisdom  is  to  God  as  human  wisdom  is  to  man,  and,  in 
general,  the  divine  attributes  are  to  God  as  the  analogous  finite  qualities 
are  to  finite  things.^ 

Ill 

This  means  of  avoiding  the  dilemma  confronting  theological 
discourse  through  a  "middle  way"  can,  with  proper  interpretation, 
be  of  value  to  modern  students  of  theological   language;   but  a 
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recognition  of  the  many  shortcomings  of  the  approach  must  pre- 
cede any  genuine  appreciation  of  the  logic  of  analogy. 

First,  the  analogy  of  proportionality  suffers  from  serious  diffi- 
culties. Superficially  it  seems  that  true  proportionality  is  affirmed 
for  the  analogates,  but,  as  E.  L.  Mascall  points  out,  at  no  point 
may  an  unambiguous  "equals"  sign  be  placed  between  the  terms 
of  the  pseudo  proportion.  Mascall  illustrates  this  difficulty  in  terms 
of  an  analogy  of  proportionality  between  the  "life"  of  cabbages 
and  the  "life"  of  men  (here  assuming  "life"  not  to  be  a  univocal 
term).  At  first,  he  says,  a  univocal  sense  is  denied  to  the  meaning 
of  "life"  when  predicated  of  men  and  cabbages  in  favor  of  what 
appears  to  be  a  straightforward  proportion:  the  "life"  of  a  cabbage 
is  to  the  nature  of  the  cabbage  as  the  "life"  of  a  man  is  to  his 
human  nature.  But,  again,  this  seeming  proportion  must  be  denied 
in  its  simple  form  because  the  nature  of  the  cabbage  will  determine 
not  only  what  "life"  will  be  for  a  cabbage  but  also  how  it  will 
determine  how  it  determines  what  "life"  means  in  a  cabbage.  And 
once  the  process  of  determinations  is  begun  there  is  no  stopping  it! 
The  nature  of  the  cabbage  (or  the  man)  must  forever  be  allowed 
to  determine  how  it  will  determine  how  it  will  determine  .  .  . 
whatever  it  is  determining,  each  stage  further  removed  from  any 
approach  to  univocal  meaning,  each  stage  finding  the  analogates 
separated  by  greater  and  greater  distances  from  each  other.  At  this 
point  the  bewildered  thinker  despairs!  "For  the  fact  remains  that 
we  have  denied  that  our  equal  signs  really  stand  for  equality  and 
we  have  not  indicated  anything  definite  that  they  do  stand  for."^ 

A  still  more  serious  objection  to  the  theological  application  of 
the  analogy  of  proportionality  is  that  the  peculiarities  of  the  theistic 
problems  make  this  form  of  analogy  able  to  "deliver"  far  less  than 
it  would  seem  to  promise.  We  are  offered  what  looks  like  a  simple 
calculation  to  be  worked  out  (although  we  have  seen  that  it  cannot 
be  expected  to  be  worked  out  as  a  mathematical  problem  might 
be)  :  but  if  we  try  actually  to  employ  the  steps  which  it  seems  to 
recommend  in  order  to  learn  the  literal  meaning  of  words  predi- 
cated of  God,  we  discover  that  the  "proportion"  is  irreducible 
since  there  are  two,  not  one,  "unknowns."  "The  quality  a.\  is  to 
man's  nature  in  man  in  the  same  respect  that  this  quality  .v,  is  to 
God's  nature  in  God,"  we  are  informed.  But  though  we  ha\e  a  fair 
idea  as  to  what  is  meant  by  "man's  nature"  and  what  might  be 
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literally  "appropriate"  or  "proportional"  to  it,  we  stumble  in  the 
dark  when  we  try  to  conceive  "God's  nature"  in  the  same  way  in 
order  to  have  an  idea  of  what  could  be  "literally  appropriate"  to 
it.  In  place  of  "God's  nature" — infinitely  different,  we  are  told, 
from  all  his  finite  effects — we  might  equally  well  substitute  another 
letter  symbolizing  a  second  "unknown"  in  what  already  has  proved 
a  pseudo  equation:  "x^  is  to  man's  nature  in  much  the  same  way 
as  X2  is  to  y."  What  has  happened  to  our  "middle  way"  of  analogy? 
The  "proportion"  which  was  to  throw  light  on  the  meaning  of  our 
terms  has  been  exposed  as  unworkable;  worse,  if  taken  seriously 
it  would  appear  to  license  the  wildest  equivocation  on  the  basis  of 
the  infinite  gap  which  yawns  between  the  analogates.  The  only 
way  this  consequence  could  be  avoided,  it  appears,  would  be  to 
discover  some  literal  truth  about  the  "nature  of  God,"  as  many 
have  hoped  to  do  through  the  "theistic  proofs,"  whereby  the  pseudo 
proposition  could  be  "worked."  But  this  literal  sort  of  knowledge, 
as  we  have  seen,  is  unattainable. 

Analogies  of  attribution,  we  may  be  told,  sometimes  span  great 
diversity  between  analogates:  but  even  this  capacity  is  unable  to 
establish  theological  discourse  on  firm  logical  ground.  Analogies  of 
attribution,  unlike  those  of  proportionality,  are  unconcerned  with 
the  formal  or  proper  character  of  more  than  one  of  their  analogates. 
They  are  content  merely  to  state  that  the  analogue  is  predicated  of 
the  secondary  analogate  in  a  "derived"  sense  based  on  a  real  rela- 
tion. If  the  relation  between  the  analogates  is  that  of  cause  and 
effect,  for  example,  then  the  analogy  of  attribution  allows  us  to 
apply  the  name  of  the  characteristic  possessed  formally  in  the  prime 
analogate  to  the  secondary  analogate  solely  because  of  the  latter's 
power  to  cause  the  predicated  characteristic.  A  mountain  resort  is 
called  "healthy"  not  because  it  possesses  that  particular  predicate 
formally  but  simply  because  of  its  ability  to  produce  health  (literally 
understood)  in  men.  Thus,  in  scholastic  terminology,  the  mountain 
resort  is  "virtually"  rather  than  formally  healthy. 

But  this  means  that  the  analogy  of  attribution  allows  us  to  re- 
main in  ignorance  of  the  formal  nature  of  one  of  the  analogates; 
our  aim,  on  the  contrary,  was  to  speak  of  these  very  formal  char- 
acteristics of  God  and  somehow  to  justify  our  language  about  them. 
The  analogy  of  attribution  tells  us  nothing  we  did  not  know  before: 
it  merely  tells  us  that  whatever  is  capable  of  producing  an  effect  may 
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have  applied  to  it  ("virtually")  the  term  properly  signifying  that 
effect  thanks  solely  to  the  fact  that — it  is  able  to  produce  that 
effect.  In  other  words,  whatever  can  produce  an  effect  can  produce 
an  effect!  Such  an  analogy  can  tell  us  nothing  concerning  God 
which  theists  had  not  accepted  beforehand — that  he  is  the  cause  of 
finite  phenomena. 

Thus  when  we  say  that  God  and  Mr.  Jones  are  both  good  or  that  they 
are  both  beings,  remembering  that  the  content  which  the  word  "good" 
or  "being"  has  for  us  is  derived  from  our  experience  of  the  goodness  and 
the  being  of  creatures,  we  are,  so  far  as  analogy  of  attribution  is  con- 
cerned, saying  no  more  than  that  God  has  goodness  or  being  in  whatever 
way  is  necessary  if  he  is  to  be  able  to  produce  goodness  and  being  in  his 
creatures.  This  would  not  seem  necessarily  to  indicate  anything  more 
than  that  the  perfections  which  are  found  formally  in  various  finite  modes 
in  creatures  exist  virtually  in  God,  that  is  to  say,  that  he  is  able  to  pro- 
duce them  in  the  creatures;  it  does  not  seem  to  necessitate  that  God 
possesses  them  formally  himself.^ 

The  analogy  of  attribution  seems  entirely  redundant  if  its  true 
purpose  is  to  inform  us  as  to  the  meaning  of  words  referring  to  real 
properties  possessed  by  God,  since,  as  Dorothy  Emmet  points  out, 
"the  appropriateness  of  the  analogy  depends  on  the  reality  of  the 
relation  which  it  exemplifies.  The  existence  of  the  relation  cannot 
be  established  by  analogical  argument;  but  if  there  are  independent 
grounds  for  asserting  it,  it  can  be  described  analogically."^ 

Analogies  of  attribution  are  not  only  redundant,  however;  they 
are  also,  even  more  damagingly,  excessively  permissive.  Far  too 
many  predicates  may  be  applied  to  God.  If  to  be  the  cause  of 
something  is  "virtually"  to  be  characterizable  by  that  predicate, 
then,  if  God  is  the  cause  of  all  things,  theists  should  be  willing  to 
apply  all  conceivable  predicates  to  him  in  this  "virtual"  sense.  As 
the  cause  of  the  physical  universe  he  must  be  (virtually)  hot,  hea\y, 
multi-colored,  and  so  on.  The  analogy  of  attribution  admits  of  no 
control.  If  some,  but  not  all,  of  the  predicates  claimed  by  this  type 
of  analogy  are  held  to  be  formally  as  well  as  virtually  applicable 
to  God,  then  what  is  to  distinguish  them?  Can  the  theist  be  content 
to  admit  a  method  of  talking  which  would  seem  to  make  God 
"sweet  tasting"  as  well  as  "good,"  "finely  powdered"  as  well  as 
"wise"? 

To  answer  this  objection  a  theist  might  insist  that  some  of  God's 


THE    LOGIC    OF    ANALOGY  75 

"perfections"  are  formally  appropriate  to  his  nature  while  others 
are  only  virtually  appropriate.  He  might  try  to  deduce  from  "God's 
nature"  which  perfections  would  fall  into  which  class. ^°  But  to 
make  such  deductions,  some  prior  understanding  of  the  words  de- 
scribing "God's  nature"  is  demanded.  Once  again  we  find  our- 
selves within  a  circle  from  which  there  appears  to  be  no  ready  exit. 
Does  the  logic  of  analogy  provide  us  with  a  genuine  "middle 
way"?  Its  original  purpose  was  to  mediate  between  univocality  and 
equivocality,  but  the  results  of  our  inquiry  thus  far  make  us  wonder 
whether  Aristotle  was  not  correct  in  classifying  analogy  as  a  form 
of  equivocation.  More  accurately,  perhaps,  the  logic  of  analogy  as 
we  have  seen  it  is  a  combination  of — or  a  running  back  and  forth 
between — the  two  unacceptable  extremes.  F.  C.  Copleston  ac- 
knowledges this  point. 

It  would  appear  .  .  .  that  the  theistic  philosopher  is  faced  with  a 
dilemma.  If  he  pursues  exclusively  the  negative  way,  he  ends  in  sheer 
agnosticism,  for  he  whittles  away  the  positive  meaning  which  a  term 
originally  had  for  him  until  nothing  is  left.  If,  however,  he  pursues  ex- 
clusively the  affirmative  way,  he  lands  in  anthropomorphism.  But  if  he 
attempts  to  combine  the  two  ways,  as  indeed  he  must  if  he  is  to  avoid 
both  extremes,  his  mind  appears  to  oscillate  between  anthropomorphism 
and  agnosticism.^^ 

If  such  oscillation  is  the  inescapable  fate  of  theological  language, 
suspicion  is  thrown  on  the  logical  status  of  analogy  as  an  independ- 
ent logical  alternative.  Can  it  be  that  the  theist  is  merely  confused 
and  undecided  as  to  which  horn  of  the  dilemma  he  would  prefer 
to  be  impaled  upon? 

Not  only  the  conceptual  fruits  but  also  the  ontological  presup- 
positions of  the  logic  of  analogy  on  its  traditional  interpretation  are 
vulnerable  to  criticism.  Analogy,  on  the  view  expressed  earlier  by 
Farrer,  depends  on  there  being  an  identical  abstractible  character- 
istic "present  in"  two  beings;  but  wholly  aside  from  the  difficulties 
inherent  in  the  "theory  of  universals"  which  seems  to  be  implicit 
here,  the  assumption  that  God  possesses  abstractible  characteristics 
identical  to  some  also  possessed  by  men  is  radically  questionable. 
On  the  theological  level,  this  assumption  has  been  vigorously  re- 
butted by  neo-orthodox  and  reformed  traditions  which  stress  the 
complete  alienation  of  sinful  man  from  holy  God  through  man's 
corruption.  The  depravity  of  man's  very  being,  on  this  view,  rules 
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out  any  possibility  of  the  "analogy  of  being"  which  must  undergird 
the  logic  of  analogy.  And,  on  the  philosophical  level,  the  supposi- 
tion that  any  identity  of  characteristic  can  hold  between  God  and 
man  is  incompatible  with  the  fundamental  theistic  assumption  that 
God  is  infinite.  It  would  appear  impossible  in  principle  that  any 
finite  characteristic  could  be  identical  with  an  infinite  characteristic. 
If  there  is  to  be  the  relation  of  identity  of  abstractible  characteristic 
between  man  and  God,  either  man's  finitude  or  God's  infinitude  is 
sure  to  be  violated.  To  maintain  these  essentials  of  the  theistic  view 
the  ontological  foundations  on  which  the  logic  of  analogy  rest  must 
be  abandoned. 

It  is  no  longer  possible,  I  believe,  to  hold  that  the  logic  of 
analogy,  as  it  has  normally  been  interpreted,  is  cogent.  Is  there  then 
no  value  in  this  traditional  approach  to  theological  discourse?  To 
determine  the  answer  to  this  question  we  must  decide  whether  or 
not  to  allow  any  interpretation  but  the  traditional,  metaphysically 
oriented  view  of  analogy  to  be  heard.  If  we  insist  on  the  use  of  the 
"material  mode"  of  speech,  requiring  analogy  to  provide  us  with 
information  about  real  properties  of  supernatural  entities,  little  can 
be  salvaged.  But  if  we  allow  ourselves  to  examine  the  logic  of 
analogy  as  one  means  of  providing  criteria  for  the  disciplined  use 
of  ordinary  language  in  theological  contexts,  looking  for  its  value 
on  the  "formal"  rather  than  the  "material"  mode  of  speech,  much 
that  may  be  of  interest  to  us  remains. 

Put  in  the  "formal"  mode,  then,  the  essential  problem  posed  for 
the  logic  of  analogy  is  how  human  language,  despite  its  anthropo- 
centric  nature,  may  be  given  a  use  within  a  theological  context 
while  escaping  both  the  univocality  which  gives  rise  to  anthropo- 
morphism and  the  sheer  undisciplined  meaninglessness  of  equivo- 
cality. Analogy  meets  this  problem  by  explicating  rules  limiting  the 
use  of  words  drawn  from  ordinary  non-theological  contexts  in 
formulae  containing  the  word  "God"  (where  "God"  entails  such 
words  as  "infinite"  and  "transcendent").  The  presence  of  these 
rules  makes  clear  to  the  user  that  ordinary  speech,  if  taken  without 
qualification  into  the  language  of  theolog)',  will  violate  the  latter 
entailments;  at  the  same  time,  the  rules  license  the  use  of  certain 
words,  properly  at  home  elsewhere,  in  theological  contexts. 

Seen  thus,  the  analogy  of  attribution  states  the  rule:  a  word 
from  a  secular  context  may  be  used  theologically  where  there  is 
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already  a  ground  in  the  theological  "universe  of  discourse"  (authori- 
tative doctrine,  dogma,  creed,  or  proposition  entailed  by  one  of 
these)  for  holding  that  this  quality  is  derived  from  God's  uniquely 
characteristic  activity.  But  this  rule  also  warns  that  the  quality 
designated  by  the  word  in  question  is  not  to  be  assumed  "formally" 
applicable  to  God  but  only  "virtually,"  as  a  reminder  that  within 
the  theological  conceptual  schema  God  is  taken  to  be  its  ultimate 
source. 

The  analogy  of  proportionality,  in  the  formal  mode,  offers  the 
rule:  a  word  may  be  borrowed  from  ordinary  speech  for  use  in 
theological  discourse  only  if  it  is  constantly  borne  in  mind  that  the 
word  can  apply  to  "God"  exclusively  in  the  manner  (unimaginable 
to  us)  permitted  by  the  fundamental  axioms  and  entailment-rules 
governing  the  entire  system  of  theistic  talk  about  "God." 

So  interpreted,  the  logic  of  analogy  rests  upon  no  ontological 
assumption  of  identity  between  God  and  man.  It  is  not  vulnerable 
to  criticism  from  theologians  who  denounce  the  analogia  entis  as 
blasphemy  or  from  philosophers  who  must  insist  on  the  qualitative 
distinctness  of  finite  and  infinite.  It  is  not  wounded  by  reproof  for 
its  failure  to  be  informative,  because  its  function  is  not  to  inform 
but,  rather,  to  limit  the  proper  employment  of  language  within  the 
framework  of  theistic  systematic  assumptions.  To  interpret  the  logic 
of  analogy  in  this  way  is  to  depart  from  tradition  and  to  abandon 
much  of  what  metaphysically  minded  theologians  have  sought  in 
these  doctrines,  but  the  metaphysical  value  of  analogy  has  in  any 
case  been  shown  to  be  wanting,  while  its  usefulness  for  the  under- 
standing of  the  syntactic  dimension  of  theological  language*  may 
prove  to  be  considerable. 


*  See  Chap.  12. 
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THE  LOGIC  OF  OBEDIENCE 


A  SECOND  major  theological  tradition  is  concerned  less  about  an- 
thropomorphism than  about  pride  and  afraid  less  of  agnosticism 
than  of  faithlessness.  Only  in  the  obedience  of  faith,  this  tradition 
insists,  can  man's  language  convey  meaning  and  truth  about  God. 
This  approach  to  justifying  language  in  its  theological  application 
we  shall  call,  therefore,  the  logic  of  obedience;  it  is  held  to  be  a 
higher  rationality  than  any  known  to  philosophy. 

I 

Philosophical  reason,  according  to  the  logic  of  obedience,  is  often 
an  occasion  for  rebellious  pride,  and  as  such  it  must  carefully  be 
kept  within  its  proper  bounds  by  the  higher  logic  of  theology. 
Professor  T.  F.  Torrance  has  put  the  case  for  the  logic  of  obedience 
over  against  "autonomous  natural  reason"  (maintaining  that  "it  is 
only  by  means  of  faith  that  philosophy  can  be  kept  true  to  itself'^) 
by  restating  on  theological  lines  the  nature  of  "objectivity,"  "criti- 
cism," and  "rationality." 

One  of  the  most  common  errors  of  thought  abstracted  from 
obedience  is  the  supposition  that  purely  impartial  or  "objective" 
thinking  is  a  human  possibility.  But  modern  investigation,  Torrance 
says,  has  abundantly  shown  that 

.  .  .  even  the  conclusions  of  our  abstract  thinking  do  not  really  arise 
from  the  logical  basis  on  which  they  seem  to  repose.  They  come  from 
something  much  deeper,  a  certain  habit  or  set  of  mind  which  gives  these 
arguments  their  real  force.^ 

It  is  at  the  deepest  level  that  philosophical  positions  are  really 
formed;  they  do  not  issue  from  the  philosopher's  conscious  mind 
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alone.  The  insidious  fact  about  the  real  roots  of  philosophical 
thought  is  that  they  may  not  be  at  all  apparent  to  the  thinker  him- 
self, who  may  consider  himself  the  model  of  objectivity — but  is 
therefore  victimized  the  more  by  his  own  uncriticized  assumptions. 
What  are  these  assumptions?  Apart  from  faith,  Torrance  contends, 
they  are  always  assumptions  antithetical  to  the  Christian  view  of 
the  world  and  man;  but  this,  after  all,  is  only  to  be  expected  on 
the  basis  of  the  biblical  revelation  of  man's  radically  evil  condition. 
And  these  assumptions  wreck  the  very  possibility  of  a  theological 
appeal  to  "objective  analysis,"  since  there  is  no  such  thing  as  "ob- 
jectivity" in  natural  human  reason;  there  is  only  fierce  hostility, 
based  on  extra-logical  factors,  toward  the  Christian  revelation. 
Genuine  objectivity,  as  we  shall  soon  see,  is  made  possible  only  by 
obedience. 

Modern  philosophy  has  rejected  the  pretensions  of  "system-build- 
ing," Torrance  points  out,  in  favor  of  what  is  called  criticism  or 
analysis.  This  is  a  healthful  development,  but  truly  critical  analyti- 
cal philosophy  is  an  ideal  which  is  impossible  for  the  human  mind 
to  attain  unaided.  How  can  a  philosophy  which  is  unable  to  criticize 
its  own  determining  assumptions,  as  already  noted,  succeed  in  being 
really  critical  of  anything  else?  The  basis  of  its  critiques  has  been 
left  uncriticized!  "The  difficulty  is  that  even  the  critical  philoso- 
phers of  to-day  are  almost  never  conscious  of  their  basic  attitude. 
They  adopt  it  as  a  fundamental  canon  of  thought."^  In  this  way 
the  natural  mind's  lack  of  objectivity  crushes  philosophical  hope 
for  genuine  criticism.  Genuine  critical  philosophy,  in  Torrance's 
view,  is  also  made  possible  only  by  obedience. 

It  is  often  assumed  that  reason's  internal  principles — the  law  of 
contradiction,  the  law  of  identity,  and  so  on — must  be  given  an 
entirely  "free  hand"  if  the  mind  is  to  achieve  true  rationality.  On 
this  view  it  is  imagined  that  the  mind  must  be  governed  by  no 
principles  or  influences  outside  its  own  methods  and  criteria.  Such 
a  belief  in  "autonomous  reason"  assumes  that  any  and  all  varieties 
of  subject  matter  can  be  comprehended,  or  at  least  adequately 
dealt  with,  by  reason's  own  categories.  Thus 

...  it  has  become  an  axiom  for  the  reason  to  accept  as  rational  only 
that  which  fits  in  with  the  forms  of  its  own  autonomous  activity.  It  re- 
fuses to  recognize  anything  outside  the  charmed  circle  of  its  own  self- 
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sufficiency  except  what  can  be  understood  by  the  norms  immanent  to 
reason.'* 

This  view  of  reason,  however,  is  rightly  suspect  in  many  philosophi- 
cal quarters.  Today  reason  is  increasingly  understood  to  be  "not 
something  substantival  but  verbal,  not  so  much  a  state  as  an  act, 
and  therefore  to  be  functionally  interpreted."^  And  what  is  the 
"function"  which  provides  the  key  to  a  more  accurate  understand- 
ing of  reason?  Torrance  replies:  "Reason  is  our  capacity  for  ob- 
jectivity."® 

The  discussion  has  thus  circled  back  to  the  nature  of  "objec- 
tivity." What,  we  may  now  ask,  is  this  "genuine  objectivity" — that 
for  which  "reason"  is  our  capacity — which  the  logic  of  obedience 
holds  to  be  beyond  the  normal  powers  of  the  mind? 

Torrance  at  once  distinguishes  two  notions  of  "objectivity":  first, 
the  "ordinary"  objectivity  of  human  rationality,  operating,  by  means 
of  logical  principles  inherent  in  it,  on  ordinary  subject  matter;  and, 
second,  "true"  objectivity,  of  which  ordinary  objectivity  is  a  special 
case.  "True"  objectivity  is,  in  Torrance's  more  fundamental  sense, 
the  capacity  for  the  mind  to  he  conformed  to  or  behave  appropri- 
ately before  its  object. 

Relative  to  most  objects  confronting  us,  this  criterion  of  objec- 
tivity is  sufficiently  met  in  terms  of  the  canons  inherent  in  reason, 
but  the  assumption  that  what  is  sufficient  for  most  is  sufficient  for 
all  possible  objects  is  totally  unfounded.  Sometimes — Torrance  in- 
vites us  to  consider  the  possibility — the  object  confronting  us  may 
be  beyond  the  powers  of  our  ordinary  categories  of  objectivity;  but 
even  then,  for  the  mind  to  behave  truly  objectively  is  for  it  to  act 
appropriately  before  the  object.  And  the  appropriate  act  in  such 
a  case  is  to  refuse  to  apply  the  inapplicable  standards  of  "ordinary" 
objectivity.  In  this  refusal,  and  in  it  alone,  we  are  behaving  in  con- 
formity with  the  character  of  the  object  confronting  us;  only  then 
are  we  truly  objective.  If  rationality  is  our  capacity  for  behaving 
objectively,  then  in  this  case  we  are  truly  rational  only  in  rejecting 
the  ordinary  principles  of  rationality. 

Clearly,  Torrance  concludes,  the  confrontation  with  the  Word  of 
God — God's  own  self  acting  in  revelation  to  save  man — must  be 
the  supreme  instance  of  the  incompatibility  of  "ordinary"  objec- 
tivity (natural  reason)   with  true  objectivity  (genuine  rationality). 
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When  God  makes  himself  known  to  man,  man's  mind  tries  at  first 
to  force  its  new  Object  into  the  patterns  of  "ordinary"  objectivity. 

But  reason  is  unable  to  subdue  this  Divine  Subject-Object  to  ordinary 
objectivity  {i.e.  to  its  own  subjectivity)  for  that  would  not  be  behaving 
in  terms  of  the  Object.  .  .  .  Therefore  reason,  in  order  to  be  truly  ra- 
tional, must  suspend  its  ordinary  urge  to  objectivity,  and  find  its  true 
objectivity  in  the  Divine  Person  who  cannot  be  subdued  to  a  mere  object 
or  resolved  into  the  conclusion  of  a  philosophical  argument.  This  is  the 
trouble  with  our  reason  that  it  is  habituated  to  subduing  objects  to  its 
own  subjectivity.^ 

How,  then,  shall  we  describe  the  "appropriate  act"  which  con- 
stitutes true  objectivity  before  the  Word  of  God?  It  has  abandoned 
the  ordinary  criteria  of  objectivity  and  rationality;  what  has  it  left? 
"Only  in  the  act  of  acknowledgement."  Torrance  answers,  "can  it 
receive  the  capacity  to  behave  in  terms  of  the  Object,  but  must 
therefore  be  prepared  for  transformation  in  obedience  to  its  unique 
Subject-Object."^  Rationality  in  theological  matters  does  not  op- 
pose, therefore,  but  presupposes  obedience,  since  any  other  response 
is  inappropriate  to  the  Object  and  ipso  facto  irrational. 

If  philosophy  cannot  succeed  in  objective  thinking  about  funda- 
mental matters  apart  from  a  response  of  obedience  to  the  Word 
of  God,  then  neither  can  it  hope  to  be  truly  critical  apart  from 
faith.  The  logic  of  obedience  in  faith  is  presupposed  for  genuine 
rationality,  objectivity,  and  criticism,  we  are  told,  because  faithless 
would-be  philosophers  are  so  bound  up  in  their  unconscious  assump- 
tions that  the  objective  rationality  required  for  true  criticism  is 
beyond  their  reach. 

They  cannot  think  otherwise  until  there  is  a  fundamental  change  in 
their  mental  make-up,  i.e.  until  in  faith  they  are  able  to  stand  outside  of 
themselves  on  the  ground  of  a  Word  which  reaches  them  from  without 
and  not  from  within.^ 

II 

What  is  the  nature  of  this  "Word"  which,  according  to  the  logic 
of  obedience,  makes  true  rationality  possible  by  "reaching"  one 
from  "without"  oneself?  To  understand  the  justification  which  this 
logic  offers  for  human  words  about  God  we  shall  have  to  examine 
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what  is  said  concerning  the  divine  Word  of  God  as  related  to 
physical  events,  to  the  Bible,  and  to  the  Church. 

To  comprehend  the  relation  existing,  according  to  the  logic  of 
obedience,  between  Word  of  God  and  physical  events,  we  must  divest 
ourselves  of  the  misunderstanding  which  leads  us  to  suppose  that 
God's  revelatory  Word  is  necessarily  verbal.  As  a  matter  of  fact, 
the  logic  of  obedience  maintains,  the  Word  of  God  is  in  no  circum- 
stances a  matter  of  words  only.  The  most  striking  statement  of  the 
non-verbal  character  of  God's  Word  is  the  affirmation  Jesus  Christ 
is  the  Word  of  God.  A  man,  an  event,  a  concrete  life  in  history  is 
the  supreme  embodiment  of  the  Word  of  God,  not  a  proposition 
or  a  "truth."  Torrance  inquires  what  John  Calvin,  a  fountainhead 
of  the  logic  of  obedience,  meant  by  "Word"  and  finds,  "By  Word 
he  meant  the  Eternal  Word  who  resides  in  the  bosom  of  the  Father, 
but  who  has  also  in  the  flesh  of  Jesus  Christ  become  physical 
event."^°  These  two  aspects  must  be  held  together:  the  divine  and 
eternal  nature  of  the  revealing  act  must  be  emphasized,  for  the 
Word  must  be  from  beyond  the  relativities  of  history,  from  the  very 
"bosom  of  the  Father,"  if  it  is  to  be  a  genuine  object  of  obedience 
for  that  faith  which  transforms  one's  personality  "from  without" 
and  makes  possible  true  "objectivity,"  "criticism,"  and  "rationality" ; 
and,  equally,  the  concrete  and  historical  nature  of  the  revealing  act 
must  also  be  retained,  because  the  Word  must  be  a  word  to  men 
in  nature  and  history  and  thus  must  necessarily  be  received  as 
"flesh"  and  "physical  event."  The  primary  Word  of  revelation, 
therefore,  is  none  other  than  Jesus  Christ,  eternal  Word  "become 
physical  event"  in  our  temporal  order.  How  the  two  poles  (divine- 
human,  temporal-eternal)  of  the  Word  of  God  are  to  be  united  is 
the  mystery  of  Incarnation  and  remains  mystery,  a  mystery  before 
which  our  most  rational  response  is  to  abandon  the  normal  criteria 
of  reason  in  obedience  to  a  wider  objectivity  than  unaided  philoso- 
phy can  attain. 

The  Bible,  for  the  logic  of  obedience,  is  also  in  some  way  the 
Word  of  God,  but  that  it  is  so  in  a  derivative  sense  is  made  clear 
by  two  considerations:  first,  the  Bible  is  Word  of  God  only  in  so 
far  as  it  reveals  Christ,  the  primary  Word;  and  second,  Scripture 
becomes  Word  of  God  only  upon  those  occasions  when,  by  inex- 
plicable miracle,  God  relates  his  eternal  Word  to  the  humble  words 
of  the  scriptural  page  through  the  "Analog^'  of  Christ."  that  is.  in 
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a  manner  analogous  to  the  mystery  of  the  Incarnation  of  God  in 
Christ.  This  second  consideration  rules  out  two  methods  of  ap- 
proaching the  words  of  the  Bible  which,  for  obedience,  are  logically 
inappropriate.  The  first,  literalism,  identifies  the  actual  words  of 
the  Bible  with  God's  divine  Word,  thereby  assuming  that  God's 
Word  can  be  a  possession  of  men  to  be  boasted  of,  ignored,  mis- 
used. By  lifting  the  words  of  the  Bible  too  high,  literalism  only 
succeeds  in  dragging  the  Word  of  God  too  low.  Liberalism,  on  the 
other  hand,  imposes  human  pretensions  to  "objectivity"  and  "ra- 
tional criticism"  upon  the  words  of  Scripture,  thereby  desecrating 
the  holiness  of  the  Holy  Scripture.  In  contrast  to  liberalism,  literal- 
ism can  be  seen  by  the  logic  of  obedience  to  have  been  right  "in  its 
insistence  that  the  Word  of  God  is  present  in  the  Bible  .  .  .  though 
it  was  in  error  in  conceiving  its  presence  in  a  static  and  material 
way,"^^  Where  literalism  errs  is  in  failing  to  recognize  the  "incar- 
national"  nature  of  the  Word  of  God  in  the  Bible.  Just  as  Jesus, 
the  primary  Word  of  revelation,  was  physical  event  demanding  that 
we  "take  seriously  the  fact  that  the  Word  has  assumed  our  fallen 
humanity,  and  was  made  in  the  likeness  of  sinful  flesh,"^-  so  the 
Word  revealed  in  Scripture  must  be  admitted  to  make  use  of 
"fallen"  and  imperfect  means.  "The  Bible  is  the  Word  of  God,  but 
it  is  the  Word  of  God  only  by  the  inspiration  of  God,  not  by  virtue 
of  any  property  inherent  in  itself.  In  itself  the  Bible  consists  of 
human  words,  which  like  all  such  are  subject  to  error." ^^  But,  on 
the  other  hand,  just  as  the  Incarnation  was  God's  perfect  Word 
for  men,  so  Scripture  when  inspired  becomes  transformed  from 
mere  words  into  the  Word  which  demands  our  obedience. 

It  is  only  in  the  Church,  however,  that  the  full  interrelationship 
between  divine  Word  as  personal  event,  as  written  marks,  and  as 
spoken  sounds  is  fully  visible.  No  life  of  obedience  to  the  Word  of 
God  given  "once  and  for  all"  in  Jesus  Christ  and  made  known 
through  the  Bible  can  be  lived  in  solitude.  An  integral  part  of  the 
Word  itself  is  a  call  for  fellowship,  and  apart  from  the  community 
the  Word  cannot  even  be  known.  It  is  the  language  of  the  Church, 
therefore — in  relation  to  action — which  requires  our  attention. 

To  say  that  systematic  theology  is  impossible  apart  from  the  life 
of  the  faithful  community  is  merely  to  utter  a  tautology,  because 
theology,  for  the  logic  of  obedience,  is  properly  defined  as  a  task 
of  the  Church:   "the  task  of  criticising  and  revising  her  language 
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about  God."^*  The  Church  at  times  falls  into  uncertainty  as  to 
what  its  language  should  be;  it  sometimes  confuses  its  speech  and 
authority  with  the  language-norms  and  authorities  of  alien  systems 
of  thought  and  communities  of  language.  Theology  is  the  attempt 
by  the  Church  to  discover  above  this  confusion  its  own  norms  and 
thus  its  essential  language-criteria.  As  Karl  Barth  puts  it, 

Theology  follows  the  language  of  the  Church,  so  far  as,  in  its  questions 
as  to  the  correctness  of  the  Church's  procedure  therein,  it  measures  it, 
not  by  a  standard  foreign  to  her,  but  by  her  very  own  source  and  object. 
Theology  guides  the  language  of  the  Church,  so  far  as  it  concretely  re- 
minds her  that  in  all  circumstances  it  is  fallible  human  work,  which  in 
the  matter  of  relevance  or  irrelevance  lies  in  the  balance,  and  must  be 
obedient  to  grace,  if  it  is  to  be  well  done.  Theology  accompanies  the 
language  of  the  Church,  so  far  as  it  is  itself  nothing  but  human  "language 
about  God,"  so  far  as,  with  that  language,  it  stands  under  the  judgment 
that  begins  with  the  house  of  God,  and  so  far  as,  with  it,  it  lives  by  the 
promise  given  to  the  Church.^^ 

In  this  task  of  systematic  theology  the  intimate  relations  become 
apparent  between  the  language  of  the  Church  and  the  Word  of 
God  in  the  Bible  and  (above  all)  in  Jesus  Christ.  The  Church  finds 
the  Word  as  event  by  faithfully  attending  to  the  Word  of  the  Bible 
and  is  thereby  constituted  as  the  Church  of  Christ  (the  Body  of 
Christ),  finding  the  ultimate  standard  for  its  language  in  Jesus. 
"The  criterion  of  Christian  language,  in  past  and  future  as  well 
as  at  the  present  time,  is  thus  the  essence  of  the  Church,  which  is 
Jesus  Christ,  God  in  his  gracious  approach  to  man  in  revelation 
and  reconciliation.  Has  Christian  language  its  source  in  Him?  Does 
it  lead  to  Him?  Does  it  conform  to  Him?"^®  It  will  only  be  by  the 
logic  of  faithful  obedience  to  the  Analogy  of  Christ,  it  is  said,  that 
theological  language  can  be  tested  for  adequacy.  Only  the  Church 
which  honors  Scripture  and  finds  through  its  inspired  pages  im- 
mediate acquaintance  with  Christ,  the  living  Word,  will  be  able  to 
test  its  language  with  "true  objectivity."  Such  wider  "objectivity" 
is  a  prerequisite  for  the  vital  task  of  recasting  the  language  of 
theology  in  each  generation. 

This  can  be  accomplished  only  by  having  constant  recourse  to  the 
living  Word.  It  is  in  listening  here  that  the  Church  will  be  able  to  mint 
out  of  broken  human  language  and  antiquated  categories  the  new  coinage 
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which  may  convey  more  effectively  to  a  needy  world  the  unspeakable 
riches  of  Christ. ^^ 

True  as  it  is,  on  the  logic  of  obedience,  that  the  ultimate  justifi- 
cation for  the  language  of  the  Church  is  the  supernatural  gift  of 
God's  Word  and  that,  in  consequence,  the  characteristic  posture  of 
the  obedient  fellowship  must  be  one  of  "listening"  in  faith  for  this 
Word,  it  should  not  be  concluded  from  this  that  the  theology  of 
obedience  advocates  quietism  or  the  cultivation  of  "voices."  On  the 
contrary,  "listening"  should  never  be  taken  to  suggest  the  static 
picture  of  a  hand  poised  at  an  ear;  there  is  no  place  for  such 
scenes  of  suspended  animation  in  the  obedient  "listening"  of  the 
Church.  The  Church  is  prepared  to  "listen"  only  when  it  is  in  act 
— worshiping,  serving,  exemplifying  Christ  in  contemporary  history. 
Someone,  perhaps,  might  suggest  that  at  least  the  Church's  first 
responsibility  is  to  test  its  language  of  proclamation  against  certain 
theological  criteria  and  then,  when  the  dogmatic  core  of  her  mes- 
sage is  secured,  to  "translate"  those  theological  findings  into  ap- 
propriate action.  But  this  order  of  procedure  is  precisely  the  order 
which  is  impossible  for  obedience!  Only  in  the  context  of  the  total 
life  of  the  Church  can  theology  function,  as  we  have  recently  noted ; 
but  such  total  life  must  include  the  ongoing  activities — in  every 
sphere — by  which  the  Church  expresses  its  obedience.  Therefore 
theological  criticism  cannot  rule  over  the  activities  of  the  Church 
since  these  activities  are  a  necessary  condition  of  theology's  very 
existence.  Not  only  is  theology  incapable  of  dominating  the  con- 
crete activity  of  the  Church  in  practice,  but  even  in  principle  the 
suggestion  that  language  is  supreme  over  action  violates  biblical 
authority.  The  Reverend  Dr.  Ian  Fraser,  who  difTers  theologically 
in  important  respects  from  theologians  of  obedience  like  Professor 
Torrance,  none  the  less  reminds  us : 

We  find  no  justification  in  the  Bible  for  the  belief  that  sound  doctrine 
can  be  hammered  out  in  abstraction  from  spheres  of  obedience.  Instead 
we  are  told:  "If  any  man  will  do  His  will,  he  shall  know  of  the  doc- 
trine."i8 

Such  "doing"  must  include  both  acts  of  worship  and  the  works  of 
agape  which  are  implicit  in  the  Christian's  obligation.  The  theo- 
logian, like  the  simplest  believer,  cannot  afTord  to  neglect  either 
element  in  this  dual  demand;  the  first  is  the  source  of  theology  and 
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the  second  sustains  it.  As  Fraser  says,  "Theology  draws  its  very  life 
from  worship,  and  in  that  life  draws  its  nourishment  from  obedi- 
ence."^**  The  theologian  must  face  his  task  as  a  "fully  human"  (that 
is,  active)  figure,  because  he  cannot  successfully  carry  out  his  job 
if  he  neglects  what  is  an  essential  condition  for  his  work. 

The  theologian,  though  the  nature  of  his  function  makes  it  necessary 
that  he  abstract  himself  from  his  full  humanity  in  order  to  pursue  an 
intellectual  activity,  must  yet  speak  from  his  full  redeemed  humanity  if 
he  is  to  declare  any  Aoyos  tov  ®eov-  He  must  speak  not  only  qua  tech- 
nical  expert,   but  also   qua   obedient  man  if  he  is   to  speak  theological 


The  language  of  Christianity  is  dependent,  therefore,  on  the 
Church's  "listening"  from  the  turbulent  center  of  its  own  full  life, 
and  such  speech  derives  from  the  same  supernatural  impulse  which 
stirs  the  Church  to  other,  non-verbal,  forms  of  expression.  But  far 
from  dictating  to  the  Church  the  form  its  life  shall  take,  theological 
language  is  the  follower  of  obedient  action,  not  its  leader.  Action, 
Fraser  tells  us,  is  intimately  related  to  doctrinal  language,  "but  it  is 
not  under  final  authority  except  to  God  Himself,  in  His  unique 
right  to  call  men  to  any  form  of  response  to  Him  in  this  world. "-^ 

Thus  in  times  like  those  of  the  ancient  prophets,  when  God  calls 
men  to  rapidly  changing  forms  of  active  obedience,  the  linguistic 
formulae  of  theology  are  likely  to  be  left  behind  by  the  pace  of 
events.  For  this  reason 

...  it  should  not  be  asked  of  present  prophetic  movements  that  their 
character  should  form  a  picture  to  fit  any  present  theological  frame.  Such 
movements,  wherever  they  are  found,  will  provide  material  for  new 
theological  systems:  and  may  remind  us  of  the  essentially  fragmentary 
nature  of  any  such  systems.^^ 

The  most  characteristic  language  of  the  Church,  the  language  of 
preaching,  must,  according  to  the  logic  of  obedience,  be  understood 
in  the  foregoing  terms.  Once  more  we  find  the  Analogy  of  Christ 
and  of  "incarnation."  On  one  level,  in  the  preaching-situation,  we 
discover  the  human  preacher  uttering  his  human  words — of  greater 
or  less  wisdom  and  helpfulness — to  a  group  of  people  listening  with 
varying  degrees  of  profit  to  a  homily  based  on  some  scriptural  pas- 
sage. But  out  of  this  lower-level  state  of  affairs  can  rise,  by  the 
miraculous  inspiration  of  God,  a  higher-level  event  which  is  none 
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Other  than  the  proclamation  of  the  Word  of  God.  All  three  lower- 
level  elements,  the  preacher,  the  people,  and  the  Bible,  must  be 
present  as  a  "form"  ready  for  God  to  fill,  but  none  of  them  alone 
or  even  all  together  can  proclaim  the  Word  of  authority  in  their 
own  power.  Some  Protestants  have  implied,  Daniel  Jenkins  says, 
that  the  Word  of  God  is  spoken  simply  through  the  minister,  but 
this  is  a  serious  mistake.  The  Word,  in  fact, 

...  is  spoken  by  God  in  the  waiting  upon  Him  of  the  congregation,  in 
the  encounter  between  His  Word  in  Scripture  and  the  real  situation  of 
that  particular  group  of  people.  The  minister  performs  an  essential  func- 
tion in  this,  but  it  is  only  one  function  among  others.  His  task  is  to  help 
the  congregation  to  reach  the  place  where  they  can  hear  God  speaking 
for  themselves,  by  providing  the  necessary  means  for  their  understanding 
what  the  Scriptures  are  saying  and  what  the  light  of  tradition  as  a  whole 
is  for  their  present  situation.  .  .  .  Both  minister  and  people  are  meant 
to  have  Scripture  before  them  and  both  are  conscious  of  standing  in  the 
living  tradition  of  the  Church.  The  minister  has  the  dialectical  task  of 
so  speaking  that  men  hear,  not  him,  but  the  voice  of  the  living  God.^^ 

No  divorce  is  possible  between  the  worshiping  Church  and  the 
preacher,  and  no  separation  is  possible  between  the  preacher  and 
the  Holy  Scriptures  if  the  words  of  preaching  are  to  become  God's 
Word.  The  preacher  can  never  be  sure  that  his  language  is  God's, 
and  therefore  never  is  himself  beyond  the  need  for  obedience  in 
faith — he  has  no  excuse  for  spiritual  pride  or  self-righteousness  or 
fanaticism — but  he  can  and  must  preach  in  faith  and  hope  that  the 
miracles  of  the  past,  when  God  made  imperfect  human  language 
his  own  divine  instrument,  will  be  repeated  for  his  congregation. 

The  task  of  the  preacher  of  the  Word  is  to  expound  the  scripture  in 
the  midst  of  the  worshipping  Church,  preaching  in  the  expectancy  that 
God  will  do,  through  his  frail  human  word,  what  He  did  through  the 
Word  of  His  prophets  of  old,  that  God  by  His  grace  will  cause  the  word 
that  goes  out  of  the  mouth  of  man  to  become  also  a  Word  that  proceeds 
from  God  Himself,  with  all  the  power  and  efficacy  of  the  Word  of  the 
Creator  and  Redeemer.  The  word  preached  by  man  can  become  "God 
speaking."-* 

Theological  discourse  is  not  valued  by  the  logic  of  obedience, 
then,  for  any  philosophical  insights  it  may  oflfer,  for  its  intrinsic 
wisdom,  for  any  profound  meaningfulness  it  possesses — even  for 
any  intrinsic  truth  it  may  claim  as  its  own.  Supporters  of  the  logic 
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of  obedience  seem  to  go  to  great  lengths  to  stress  the  intrinsic  in- 
capability of  theological  discourse  to  speak  meaningfully  and  truly 
about  God.  "The  words  of  the  preacher,  however  well  chosen,  how- 
ever cleverly  arranged,  however  eloquently  sp>oken,  fall  short  of 
their  object,"  insists  G.  S.  Hendry,  "for  they  are,  in  the  last  resort, 
attempts  to  express  what  no  words  of  man  can  express,  the  authentic 
Word  of  God  which  is  living  and  powerful  and  sharper  than  any 
two-edged  sword. "^^  Only  the  gift  of  God's  enlightening  Spirit  can 
bring  meaning  and  truth  out  of  meaninglessness  and  falsehood.  It 
is  this  divine  gift,  not  any  human  decision  to  "believe"  or  "have 
faith,"  which  makes  possible  the  obedience  on  which  theological 
truth  and  meaning  depend.  True  faith  is  not  a  human  possibility. 
The  corruption  of  mankind  by  sin  is  too  complete  to  allow  a  natural 
capacity  for  God's  truth,  even  by  obedience,  if  that  obedience  is 
the  arbitrary  choice  of  the  believing  subject.  In  the  logic  of  obedi- 
ence, as  N.  H.  G.  Robinson  puts  it,  "there  is  no  room  for  the 
believer's  exaltation  of  the  facts  of  revelation  over  other  facts.  Such 
a  representation  of  the  matter  in  fact  exalts  the  believer  and  puts 
the  self-revelation  of  God  at  the  disposal  of  man's  mind  as  a  mere 
object."'^ 

How  then  is  the  obedience  of  faith  possible?  With  men  it  may 
be  impossible,  but  with  God  all  things  are  possible.  "It  is  not  the 
believer  but  God  who  exalts  the  name  of  Jesus  Christ  far  above 
every  other  name."^"  The  fact  is  that  faith  is  humanly  impossible 
but  that  faith  does  take  place.  Thus,  "faith  is  not  a  natural  capacity 
we  bring  with  us  to  the  Word,  but  a  hearing  that  God  gives  us  in 
His  giving  of  the  Word  itself."^* 

If  this  is  the  case,  as  the  logic  of  obedience  claims,  then  faith, 
and,  springing  from  it,  the  meaningful  character  of  theological  dis- 
course, will  not  be  open  to  the  kinds  of  analysis  to  which  it  is 
often  put.  On  the  level  of  what  Torrance  calls  "autonomous"  or 
"self-enclosed"  reason,  the  language  of  theology  will  always  re- 
main mysterious — or,  as  those  lacking  the  power  to  be  "truly 
critical"  may  put  it,  it  must  be  invalid  and  nonsensical.  But,  in 
the  wider  sense  of  "rationality"  defined  by  Torrance,  the  only 
really  rational  policy  for  logical  analysis  confronted  with  mysterious 
theological  language  is  humbly  to  suspend  judgment  and  to  await 
the  converting  and  revealing  Word  "from  without." 
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To  suspend  judgment  is  not  to  be  irrational;  rather  is  it  the  part  of 
reason  which  behaves  obediently  in  terms  of  its  object,  in  this  instance, 
an  objective  Revelation  which  even  in  the  event  of  revelation  remains 
a  mysterion,  and  will  not  yield  its  secret  to  analytical  and  logical  investi- 
gation.^^ 

For  those  who  are  willing  to  respond  thus  "rationally,"  theological 
discourse  does  not  cease  to  present  problems;  but  these  problems 
are  no  obstacle  to  God! 

We  might  take  these  human  words  of  ours  in  full  recognition  of  the 
fact  that  they  were  in  themselves  quite  inadequate,  carry  them  up,  as  it 
were,  to  God's  own  revelation  of  Himself,  and  allow  that  revelation  to 
give  them  a  meaning  of  its  own.  We  might  say:  these  words  of  ours  are, 
in  themselves,  quite  meaningless  as  applied  to  God,  but  they  are  the 
only  words  we  have,  and  God  may  use  them  as  a  medium  to  convey  to 
us  the  truth  about  Himself.  These  human  words  of  ours  can  become 
charged  with  new  and  divine  content.  While  in  themselves  meaningless 
they  can  be  made  meaningful.  Or,  better,  we  shall  say  that  while  in  them- 
selves they  convey  positive  untruth,  they  can  be  so  laid  hold  of  by  God 
as  to  yield  real  illumination.^" 

Ill 

Despite  the  intensity  of  conviction  and  the  uncompromising 
directness  of  the  logic  of  obedience,  I  cannot  accept  its  account 
as  in  any  way  a  justification  for  theological  language — although, 
as  I  hope  to  show,  this  logic  throws  some  indirect  light  on  the  na- 
ture of  theological  discourse  which  may  be  of  use  later  in  construct- 
ing a  more  adequate  theory.  It  is  impossible,  first,  to  remain 
content  theologically  or  philosophically  with  the  divorce  which 
obedience  allows — glories  in! — between  the  logical  character  of 
human  theological  discourse  and  the  "meaning"  and  "truth"  which 
is  allegedly  "breathed  into"  it  miraculously  and  independent  of 
its  nature.  What  can  possibly  be  further  from  a  genuinely  "incar- 
national"  view  than  this  position  of  "logical  docetism"?  The  value 
of  the  human  is  minimized,  denied,  and  deplored  ostensibly  to 
glorify  the  miraculous  inspiration  of  the  divine;  but  such  a  policy 
can  never  lead  to  a  genuine  theory  of  incarnation,  only  to  a  viola- 
tion of  the  debased  human  by  the  divine  which,  instead  of  "in- 
spiring" the  human,  assaults  and  replaces  it. 

In  making  the  logical  structure  of  theological  language  thus 
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irrelevant  to  the  content  it  supposedly  bears,  obedience  not  only 
has  violated  its  own  governing  Christocentric  analogy  but  also  has 
called  into  question  the  nature  of  theological  meaning  and  truth. 
What  possible  difference  can  it  make  (if  "in  themselves  they  con- 
vey positive  untruth")  which  "positively  untruthful"  words  happen 
to  be  spoken  by  the  theologian  or  preacher?  Why,  if  "these  words 
of  ours  are,  in  themselves,  quite  meaningless  as  applied  to  God," 
are  the  meaningless  words  of  Scripture  more  to  be  respected  than 
the  meaningless  words  of  a  racing  tabloid?  If  it  is  answered  that 
God  might  make  use  of  the  lists  of  the  starters  at  Epsom  Downs  to 
convey  his  Word  with  the  same  ease  and  likelihood  as  the  Gospel 
of  John,  we  must  ask  why  the  Church  treasures  Scripture  in  a  way 
it  fails  to  treasure  stock-market  reports,  racing  forms,  scandal  sheets, 
and  so  on.  If  it  is  countered  that  God  happens,  as  a  rule,  to  choose 
language  with  certain  logical  characteristics  and  subject  matter 
through  which  to  reveal  himself,  we  must  conclude  that  the  nature 
of  the  human  language  is  not,  after  all,  without  relevance.  What 
is  it,  then,  that  distinguishes  the  "false  or  nonsensical  language" 
which  God  happens  to  choose  as  appropriate  for  his  "miraculous 
inspiration"  from  all  other  forms  of  false  or  nonsensical  language — 
or,  indeed,  from  the  sheerest  babbling  or  the  boldest  lie?  Or  is  God's 
alleged  "election"  of  the  language  of  the  Bible  and  the  Church 
no  more  than  an  arbitrary  whim  ? 

Aside  from  this  question,  however,  and  granting  that  the  words 
of  the  Church's  Scripture  and  preaching  sometimes  strike  fire  as 
"God's  truth"  and  sometimes  remain  "mere  words,"  what  impli- 
cation does  this  have  for  the  nature  of  theological  significance? 
Language  which  is  meaningless  at  one  moment  suddenly  impresses 
its  hearer  or  reader  with  its  "meaning."  This  phenomenon  has  two 
parallels  in  ordinary  (drug- free)  experience  which  may  fully  account 
for  the  theological  instance.  First,  one  sometimes  makes  a  sudden 
discovery  of  the  point  of  a  metaphor,  when  what  had  not  "made 
sense"  before  all  at  once  "rings  a  bell."  Ian  Ramsey  refers  to  this 
kind  of  experience  in  Religious  Language  where  he  speaks  of  "the 
penny  dropping"  and  sudden  comprehension  flooding  the  mind. 
Second,  the  sense  of  being  "uplifted,"  as  by  great  poetry  or  music, 
is  not  uncommon.  Here  the  literal  content  expressed  may  be  of 
little  importance  or  missing  altogether,  as  in  music,  but  the  sense 
of  meaning  and  of  importance  may  be  strongly  felt  as  an  ob- 
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jective  fact  "from  without."  Ronald  Hepburn,  in  his  analysis  of 
such  experience,  finds  in  the  notion  of  importance  a  key  to  the 
understanding  of  the  claim  that  literally  meaningless  discourse  sud- 
denly becomes  lifted  into  meaningfulness.  This  feeling  of  cognitive 
meaningfulness  is  an  illusion,  but  it  is  an  illusion  that  "may  be 
necessary  to  maintaining  the  sense  of  momentousness"^^  which  the 
experience  does  undoubtedly  possess.  For  the  logic  of  obedience  to 
stress  this  side  of  theological  language  while  maintaining  its  logical 
worthlessness  is  to  discard  "significance"  for  theological  discourse 
in  the  sense  of  meaning  and  to  substitute  for  it  "significance"  in 
the  sense  of  importance  only. 

But  what  of  the  "truth"  which  is  supposedly  given  "from  with- 
out" by  God's  miraculous  gift  of  his  Word?  Meaning  is  a  logical 
prerequisite  for  truth  or  for  falsity.  That  which  has  no  sense  can- 
not have  a  true  sense.  Is  it  objected  that  this  is  so  only  on  the 
basis  of  "philosophical  reason"  and  as  such  is  irrelevant  to  the 
truth  from  beyond  the  self-enclosed  canons  of  autonomous  reason? 
Then  what  is  meant  by  this  "supreme  truth"?  Is  it  an  empty  con- 
cept? Then  we  may  disregard  it.  Is  it  thinkable?  Then  it  is  ir- 
responsible of  the  logic  of  obedience  to  urge  us  to  refrain  from 
employing  the  only  reliable  tests  available  to  us  for  the  sake  of 
vindicating  it,  if  possible,  and  of  distinguishing  it  from  all  pre- 
tenders. 

The  crucial  claim  made  by  Torrance  in  his  valiant  attempt  to 
redefine  "critical  reason"  in  order  not  to  be  forced  openly  to 
abandon  the  term  (as  well  as  the  reality)  is  that  there  is  at  least 
one  "object"  to  which  the  criteria  and  techniques  of  normal  ra- 
tionality ought  not  to  be  applied.  This  "object"  is  identified  as  the 
experience  of  meaningfulness  and  truth  which  Torrance  calls  the 
Word  of  God,  and  it  defies  normal  reason  because  it  is  not  of  the 
same  order  as  human  mentality  but  comes  to  man  "from  without." 
Philosophers,  with  their  canons  of  ordinary  rationality,  are  no  doubt 
supposed  to  refrain  even  from  examining  this  claim,  on  which  all 
depends,  that  the  experience  is  in  fact  an  ingression  from  a  super- 
natural realm  of  being,  meaning,  and  truth.  Then  the  logic  of 
obedience  would  be  safe  and  the  main  questions  of  the  philosophy 
of  religion  neatly  avoided.  But  it  would  be  the  height  of  irrespon- 
sibility for  anyone  more  concerned  for  impartial  truth  than  for 
the  defense  of  a  party  line  to  shrug  off  a  challenge  like  that  oflTered 
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by  the  logic  of  obedience  to  independent  criticism.  Many  experi- 
ences possess  the  characteristic  of  intentionaUty,  of  coming  "from 
without."  Among  them  are  "introspective"  experiences,  which  seem 
to  their  experiencers  to  be  of  overwhelming  importance.  Jung  and 
his  followers  deal  with  such  experience  when  they  hypothesize 
archetypal  images  from  the  racial  unconscious  "entering"  the  field 
of  inner  perception.  Such  talk  from  Jung,  which  "externalizes  the 
unconscious,  and  suggests  strongly  that  we  are  'visited'  from  some- 
thing not  ourselves  when  the  archetypes  are  present  to  us,"  is  a 
"dramatic  metaphor,"  as  Hepburn  puts  it,  "constantly  on  the  point 
of  begging  the  question." ^^  Theologians  are  equally  vulnerable  to 
this  charge. 

Even  if  there  were  to  be  grounds  for  supposing  that  the  Word 
of  God  is  genuinely  "from  without"  and  if  we  were  ready,  in  con- 
sequence, to  allow  Torrance  to  place  this  Word  beyond  possibility 
of  ordinary  rational  criticism,  what  possible  right  would  we  or 
anyone- — including  Torrance — have  then  to  reject  any  and  every 
claim  to  special  dispensation  for  his  own  "Word"?  Only  by  apply- 
ing the  sort  of  criteria  which  Torrance  rejects  as  inapplicable 
could  the  floodgates  be  closed  against  the  endless  absurdities  of 
innumerable  fanatics  and  the  weird  lunacies  of  the  deranged  or  the 
irresponsible.  H.  J.  Paton  rightly  warns  the  defenders  of  the  logic 
of  obedience:  "To  declare  war  upon  reason  is  to  alienate  all  who 
care  for  truth  and  to  hold  open  the  door  for  the  imposter  and  the 
zealot."^^ 

"Who  is  man,"  the  logic  of  obedience  asks,  "to  sit  in  judgment 
on  the  Word  of  God?"  We  are  judged  by  obedience  or  lack  of  it 
before  the  Word;  we  do  not  rightly  judge  it.  Even  to  raise  such 
questions  as  we  have  here  is  proof  of  pride  and  the  alienation  of 
the  questioner  from  God.  This,  after  all,  is  the  last  word  which 
obedience  knows  how  to  speak.  But  denunciation  as  a  weapon  cuts 
both  ways.  We  may  turn  this  final  blow,  as  Paton  deftly  does,  by 
noting  that  "a  very  little  modesty  might  suggest  to  the  prophet 
that  to  question  the  truth  of  his  message  is  not  the  same  thing  as 
to  sit  in  judgement  upon  God.  Theological  arrogance  can  also  be 
a  form  of  sinful  pride."^* 

What,  if  anything,  may  be  salvaged  from  this  theological  tra- 
dition despite  its  serious  defectiveness?  I  am  convinced  that  the 
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emphasis  placed  by  the  logic  of  obedience  on  the  role  of  the 
Church  and  the  Bible  in  the  molding  of  theological  discourse 
is  both  valid  and  of  considerable  importance.  Despite  obscurantist 
protestations  to  the  contrary,  the  logic  of  obedience  does  provide 
for  criteria  by  which  human  theological  discourse  may  be  inter- 
preted. Primary  among  these  criteria  is  Scripture,  the  language  of 
which  is  taken  as  authoritative  by  the  language-using  community 
of  the  Church.  The  Bible,  in  the  logic  of  obedience,  serves  much 
the  same  function  that  analogical  rules  serve  within  the  logic  of 
analogy;  this  function  is  to  license  the  use  of  certain  linguistic 
formulae  and  to  ban  the  use  of  others.  Compatibility  with  the 
language  of  the  Bible  (discovered,  by  the  way,  through  the  skillful 
use  of  the  techniques  of  "autonomous  reason")  is  one  necessary 
condition  for  permissible  Christian  talk  about  God.  The  logic  of 
obedience,  in  directing  attention  to  the  Bible,  offers  an  authoritative 
standard  on  the  syntactical  level  of  theological  discourse  for  the 
Christian  religion.  A  fully  developed  theory  of  theological  discourse 
might  well  generalize  on  the  basis  of  this  hint  and  search  for 
similar  authoritative  language-standards  in  other  religions.  The 
intriguing  complexities  of  this  syntactical  dimension  of  theological 
discourse  have  yet  to  be  fully  explored  by  interested  philosophers. 
The  emphasis  of  the  logic  of  obedience  on  the  Church,  on  the 
other  hand,  reminds  us  that,  if  language  is  always  social,  syntac- 
tical usage  is  always  within  a  linguistic  community.  Beyond  this, 
obedience  is  correct  in  insisting  that  any  community  of  human  be- 
ings will  be  engaged  in  more  than  talk  alone.  The  Church  as  actor 
is  the  ground  for,  and  occasion  of,  theological  discourse.  Only  in 
terms  of  its  interpreters  and  its  users  will  theological  discourse  be 
adequately  understood.  We  are  reminded  of  the  basic  tenet  of 
functional  analysis  that  one  must  look  for  the  meaning  of  any 
language  in  a  social  context  where  it  has  a  genuine  use.  For  theo- 
logical language  the  Church  provides  this  context.  The  logic  of 
obedience  has  correctly  emphasized  its  vital  role. 
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WE  MUST  now  deal  with  the  approach  to  theological  discourse 
which  will  be  the  most  familiar  one  to  a  large  number  of  readers. 
Thus  far  we  have  noticed  the  place  of  "religious  experience"  only 
in  passing.  The  logic  of  analogy  claims  no  need  for  such  experi- 
ence. The  logic  of  obedience  refuses,  in  theory  at  least,  to  admit 
its  dependence  on  any  "merely  human"  experience;  it  insists  that 
faith  is  not  an  "experience"  but  a  divine  imperative  which  judges 
and  transforms  all  of  man's  sin-ridden  experiences.  The  third  theo- 
logical tradition  concerning  the  language  of  theism,  in  contrast, 
openly  regards  an  experience  called  "encounter  with  God"  as  cen- 
tral to  the  understanding  of  theological  speech.  This  logic  of  en- 
counter, indeed,  holds  that  without  its  experiential  foundation 
theological  discourse  would  be  devoid  of  meaning  and  irrelevant 
to  truth-claims. 

I 

At  the  outset  the  supporters  of  this  logic  are  required  to  defend 
themselves  against  the  accusation  that  in  choosing  the  term  "en- 
counter" they  have  begged  the  question  of  the  objective  reference 
of  theism.  The  most  straightforward  reply  from  the  logic  of  en- 
counter to  this  charge  will  admit  the  question-begging  but  insist 
that  the  circumstances  admit  no  alternative.  "Encounter"  refei-s 
to  the  experience  of  those  moments  when  the  self  finds  itself  so 
manifestly  confronted  by  another,  independent  "Thou"  that  ob- 
jective reference  is  part  of  the  datum.  The  sense  of  communion 
is  so  close  and  the  feeling  of  reality  so  overwhelming  that  to  choose 
language    describing    it    which    admitted    even    the    possibility'    of 
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separating  experience  from  objective  ground  of  experience  would 
be  to  distort  the  unique  and  "self-verifying"  nature  of  experience 
itself. 

The  best  language  to  express  the  experience,  therefore,  is  lan- 
guage which  analytically  entails  an  independent  "Thou"  to  be 
"encountered."  As  Professor  E.  P.  Dickie  states  it,  the  conviction 
following  the  experience  of  encounter  is  "conviction  which  arises 
from  the  coercive  element  in  reality.  We  believe  because  we  must, 
and  we  also  believe  that  the  coercion  comes  from  God."^ 

Thus  a  petitio  principii  is  in  fact  involved  in  the  terminology 
of  the  logic  of  encounter,  but  such  a  petitio  is  the  only  logically  ap- 
propriate way  of  bringing  out  the  nature  of  the  conviction  with 
which  the  logic  of  encounter  is  concerned.  This  conviction  is  "be- 
yond question" — not,  as  for  the  logic  of  obedience,  in  the  sense  that 
questions  may  not  be  raised  by  those  who  do  not  themselves  know 
what  it  is  to  "encounter  God,"  but  in  the  sense  that  any  answer 
to  these  questions  in  terms  other  than  those  rooted  in  the  "en- 
counter" itself  would  be  logically  inappropriate — and  so  the  quality 
of  the  conviction  is  best  expressed  by  the  frank  employment  of  a 
question-begging  term. 

II 

H.  H.  Farmer,  in  his  recent  GiflFord  Lectures,  analyzes  the  mean- 
ing of  "God"  and,  more  precisely,  the  meaning  of  Christian  lan- 
guage expressing  the  puzzling  doctrine  of  the  Trinity,  in  terms 
of  the  logic  of  encounter.  The  experience  which  lies  at  the  logical 
root  of  Trinitarian  theological  language  takes  place  supremely  in 
Christian  worship,  Farmer  states;  thus  those  interested  in  under- 
standing this  language  must  not  shy  away  from  the  method  of 
"productive  empathy."  He  himself  adopts  the  procedure  wherein 
"we  frankly  begin  from  within  the  sphere  of  Christian  religious  ex- 
perience in  which  we  ourselves,  as  Christian  philosophers  of  re- 
ligion, share  at  first  hand."^ 

The  worshiping  Christian  finds  a  concretely  Trinitarian  God 
in  his  encounter-experience.  Only  in  terms  of  God  the  "Father," 
"Son,"  and  "Holy  Spirit"  does  the  encounter  find  relatively  ade- 
quate expression  in  language.  But  even  this  expression  is  ultimately 
inadequate  owing  to  the  "otherness"  which  is  part  of  the  encounter 
and  which  therefore  resists  all  classification.  "The  Christian  in  his 
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worship  is  aware  of  being  in  relation  to  a  reality  which  is  sui 
generis,  essentially  and  radically  diflferent  from  any  other  kind  of 
reality  with  which  it  is  possible  to  be  in  relation."^  Thus: 

Whatever  we  may  try  to  say  in  explication  of  .  .  .  the  term  "God," 
something  vital  must  in  the  nature  of  the  case  be  left  unexpressed;  and 
what  must  be  omitted  is  precisely  that  which,  if  it  were  subtracted  from 
the  act  of  worship,  would  make  is  cease  to  be  the  worship  of  God^ 

The  encounter,  we  find,  is  with  the  "other,"  but,  despite  the 
"otherness"  of  the  "Thou"  encountered,  the  "veritably  personal"^ 
character  of  the  Thou  is  part  of  the  experience,  thus  legitima- 
ting the  use  of  the  personal  term  "Father"  in  reference  to  God. 
Again,  we  meet  a  personality  which  is  both  warm  and  stern  ("both 
giving  all  and  demanding  all,"  in  Farmer's  terms)  and  we  recognize 
in  this  encounter  the  "Son,"  who  requires  absolute  discipleship  but 
who  gave  himself  on  a  cross  for  all  men.  In  contrast — but  as  an 
integral  part  of  the  same  encounter-experience — we  are  aware  of 
an  element  which  penetrates  beneath  the  level  of  discrete  person- 
ality (as  in  the  "Father"  and  "Son")  to  unite  with  our  own  sub- 
personal  depths.  This  we  call  the  "Holy  Spirit."  There  may, 
perhaps,  be  a  theoretical  problem  of  reconciling  the  personal  and 
the  non-personal  when  we  consider  theological  language  apart  from 
the  encounter-experience  which  gives  it  rise,  but  in  the  experiences 
of  worship 

.  .  .  the  two  things— the  "I-thou"  relation  to  God  and  the  di\ine  in- 
dwelling— are  not  set.  in  opposition  to  one  another  but  are  rather  held 
together  in  a  way  that  is  deeply  and  characteristically  Christian  and  in 
which  there  is  not  felt  to  be,  so  far  as  the  living  apprehension  of  God  in 
worship  is  concerned,  any  problem  at  all.^ 

Given  personal  encounter  with  God,  the  meaning  of  our  language 
about  him  presents  no  insurmountable  problem;  without  such  en- 
counter, no  amount  of  talk  will  provide  it  with  genuine  significance. 

The  fact  that  theological  discourse  employs  such  words  as 
"Father"  and  "Son"  to  refer  to  the  encounter  which  undergirds  its 
meaning  makes  it  clear  that  the  logic  of  encounter  does  not  attempt 
to  avoid  use  of  symbols  widely  removed  from  their  literal  contexts. 
This  provides  both  drawbacks  and  advantages  for  supporters  of 
this  logic.  An  advantage  is  found  in  the  flexibility  which  the  po- 
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sition  makes  possible;  the  theologian  can  go  to  the  philosophical 
critic  with  a  happy  combination  of  humility  and  confidence:  un- 
shakable confidence  in  the  reality  he  has  encountered  and  genuine 
humility  concerning  his  efforts  at  symbolizing  that  reality.  He  may 
say  to  the  philosopher,  as  W.  S.  Urquhart  suggests: 

"Here  are  our  conclusions,  the  results  of  our  total-response  to  the 
Reality  with  which  we  have  felt  ourselves  confronted.  Examine  these 
conclusions,  pull  them  to  pieces  if  you  like,  but  do  not  throw  them 
away  as  negligible.  See  if  you  can  put  them  together  again  better 
than  the  theologians  have  yet  done,  and  be  very  sure  we  ourselves  do  not 
regard  them  as  final.  We  shall  come  back  again  with  fresh  formulations. 
Only  the  Reality  which  we  all  seek  to  interpret  is  absolute  and  final."^ 

Symbols,  especially  such  symbols  as  cannot  in  principle  be  para- 
phrased in  literal  terms  but  only  substituted  for  by  other  imperfect 
symbols,  may  not  satisfy  the  person  who  is  normally  content  only 
with  literal  scientific  discourse.  But,  urges  the  logic  of  encounter, 
he  must  shape  his  expectations  to  the  nature  of  the  subject  matter. 
And,  most  important,  through  the  choice  of  the  right  symbols 
(testing  them  against  moments  of  encounter  experienced  in  the 
past)  he  will  be  able  to  meet  in  immediate  experience  again  and 
again  the  One  about  whom  literal  language  drawn  from  finite  ex- 
perience cannot  speak. 

Only  at  one  point  do  theologians  of  encounter  often  draw  the 
line  fast  against  symbolism.  One  experience,  one  word  referring  to 
a  quality  found  in  encounter,  is  non-symbolic.  The  literal  term  is 
"love."  When  the  Thou  of  our  heavenly  Father  meets  us  in  intimate 
communion,  we  experience  the  same  all-giving,  all-winning  force 
which  we  meet  in  the  very  highest  of  our  human  relations.  Dean 
Inge  says, 

.  .  .  when  we  say  that  God  is  Love  we  make  this  affirmation  not  merely 
"analogically"  but  directly.  In  other  words,  love  as  we  know  it  differs 
from  divine  love  in  degree,  but  not  in  kind.^ 

And  Professor  Edgar  P.  Dickie  agrees:  "The  love  which  man  ex- 
periences for  God  Who  has  created  and  redeemed  him  is  not  some- 
thing alien  to  the  divine  nature;  but,  in  the  providence  and  mercy 
of  God,  is  of  the  same  texture."^  It  is  in  this  experience  of  the 
highest  love,  which  is  a  gift  from  God  to  man,  that  we  break 
through  the  veil  of  symbol  and  at  this  one  point  speak  of  the 
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"Thou"  of  our  encounter  as  he  literally  is.  We  have  no  need  of 
more. 

The  disadvantages,  recognized  by  the  logic  of  encounter,  which 
are  associated  with  highly  symbolic  speech  are  imprecision  and 
paradox.  Neither  seems  to  be  avoidable,  but  both,  according  to 
the  logic  of  encounter,  are  mitigated  by  a  proper  understanding 
of  the  basic  function  of  theological  discourse.  This  function  is  to 
point  hearer  and  speaker  alike  back  to  the  experiential  source  in 
which  it  is  rooted.  Theological  language,  we  are  told,  is  ultimately 
justifiable  only  as  a  means  to  the  end  of  obtaining  religious  ex- 
perience. Thus  the  imprecision  of  theological  symbols  is  forgotten 
once  the  encounter  from  which  it  springs  and  to  which  it  leads  is 
experienced  in  its  inexpressible  immediateness.  In  like  manner, 
verbal  paradoxes  due  to  the  clash  of  symbols  will  be  interpreted. 
More,  thanks  to  the  logic  of  encounter  (it  is  claimed),  a  criterion 
may  be  provided  whereby  legitimate  paradox  may  be  distinguished 
from  what  Ronald  Hepburn  in  Christianity  and  Paradox  calls 
"viciously  muddled  confusion  of  concepts." ^° 

The  late  Professor  D.  M.  Baillie  discusses  paradox  at  some  length 
in  God  Was  in  Christ  and  names  one  fundamental  cause  of  the  ap- 
pearance of  verbally  contradictory  statements  in  theology: 

The  reason  why  the  element  of  paradox  comes  into  all  religious  thought 
and  statement  is  because  God  cannot  be  comprehended  in  any  human 
words  or  in  any  of  the  categories  of  our  finite  thought.  God  can  be  known 
only  in  a  direct  personal  relationship,  an  "I-and-Thou"  intercourse,  in 
which  He  addresses  us  and  we  respond  to  Him.^^ 

Our  words,  we  have  repeatedly  discovered,  have  been  devised  for 
other  jobs  than  for  expressing  literal  truths  about  God;  any  words, 
in  fact,  will  be  inadequate  because  of  their  inherent  tendency  to 
objectify  and  to  classify  whatever  they  denote.  God,  we  are  warned 
not  to  forget,  is  a  spiritual  Subject,  never  a  mere  object;  God  is 
unique,  never  classifiable.  Therefore,  "He  eludes  all  our  words  and 
categories.  We  cannot  objectify  or  conceptualize  Him.  When  we 
try,  we  fall  immediately  into  contradiction."^- 

Baillie  deflates  the  unwarranted  aura  of  mystery  which  clings  to 
theological  paradox  by  comparing  contradictions  between  incom- 
patible theological  statements  with  the  "contradictions"  between 
difTerent  two-dimensional  map  projections  of  our  spherical  earth. 
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Such  projections  distort  the  reality  which  they  attempt  to  symbolize 
even  as  they  succeed  in  referring  usefully  to  it,  because  although 
the  reality  is  a  sphere  they  offer  us  only  marks  in  a  plane.  But  dif- 
ferent projections  distort  the  reality  differently;  a  polar  projection 
(taken  by  itself)  must  "contradict"  a  Mercator  projection  (also 
taken  by  itself) . 

They  would  be  either  misleading  or  mystifying  to  anyone  who  did  not 
know  that  they  represent  the  surface  of  a  sphere.  But  they  can  serve  their 
useful  purpose  for  anyone  who  understands  that  they  are  intended  simply 
to  represent  in  handy  portable  form  the  pattern  covering  the  surface  of 
this  round  earth  which  he  knows  in  actual  experience.  So  it  is  with  the 
paradoxes  of  faith.  They  are  inevitable,  not  because  the  divine  reality 
is  self-contradictory,  but  because  when  we  "objecdfy"  it  all  our  judg- 
ments are  in  some  measure  falsified,  and  the  higher  truth  which  recon- 
ciles them  cannot  be  fully  expressed  in  words,  though  it  is  experienced 
and  lived  in  the  "I-and-Thou"  relationship  of  faith  towards  God.^^ 

This  theory  of  the  source  of  paradoxes  provides  us  at  the  same 
time  with  a  criterion  with  which  to  select  the  legitimate  paradoxes 
and  reject  the  mere  contradictions  generated  by  confused  or  lazy 
thinking.  Just  as  projections  of  the  world  can  be  mistaken,  and  are 
shown  to  be  so  by  ultimate  reference  to  the  experienced  earth  itself, 
so  theological  paradoxes  must  be  tested  by  reference  back  to  the 
experience  of  encounter  which  is  their  ultimate  justification — or 
condemnation. 

There  should  always  be  a  sense  of  tension  between  the  two  opposite 
sides  of  our  paradoxes,  driving  us  back  to  their  source  in  our  actual 
religious  experience  or  faith.  That  is  where  we  must  refine  our  theological 
statements,  purging  them  of  needless  contradictions  and  testing  them 
"whether  they  be  of  God."  Thus  no  paradox  in  theology  can  be  justified 
unless  it  can  be  shown  to  spring  directly  from  what  H.  R.  Mackintosh 
called  "the  immediate  utterances  of  faith";  for  since  a  paradox  is  a  self- 
contradictory  statement,  we  simply  do  not  know  what  it  means  or  what 
we  mean  by  it  unless  it  has  that  direct  connection  with  the  faith  which 
it  attempts  to  express.^* 

Although  the  logic  of  encounter  emphasizes  the  source  of  the 
meaning  of  theological  language  in  individual  experience,  this  logic 
is  not  individualistic.  True,  it  is  said 

,  .  .  God  makes  Himself  known  to  man  by  encountering  him  as  an  abso- 
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lute  claim  upon  his  will  and  as  the  final  succour  and  security  of  his  life.  It 
is  therefore  only  as  a  self-conscious  individual,  only  as  he  is  conscious  in 
some  way,  however  crude  and  dim,  .  .  .  that  man  can  be  religious  at 
all.15 

But  the  essential  sociality  of  language,  including  theological  lan- 
guage, is  recognized  by  the  logic  of  encounter  through  its  appre- 
ciative view  of  Church  and  Scripture  in  their  respective  roles.  The 
Bible,  and  the  language  which  composes  it,  is  itself  a  product  of 
encounter,  a  record  of  encounter,  and  a  perpetuator  of  encounter 
for  each  generation.  "Public  revelation"  through  Scripture  cannot 
be  thought  to  be  logically  independent  of  the  "private"  religious 
experience  of  those  who  wrote  the  words  which,  through  their  su- 
preme aptness  to  the  encounter-experience  and  through  their  un- 
rivaled ability  to  lead  others  to  fresh  experience,  are  today 
authoritative.  "In  fact  .  .  .  public  revelation  itself  must  be  the  re- 
ligious experience  of  the  revealers,  be  they  prophets,  apostles  or 
Jesus  Christ."^^ 

The  Bible,  for  the  logic  of  encounter,  was  written  because  men 
experienced  encounter  with  God  in  the  course  of  Israel's  history. 
The  Church,  too,  grew  out  of  the  same  history  of  encounters  which 
forged  the  Bible,  and  it  lives  inseparable  from  its  Scriptures.  When 
it  is  true  to  itself  as  a  Church,  the  believing  community  knows  that 
it  does  not  exist  merely  to  perpetuate  itself  but  for  the  sake  of  the 
God  who  encounters  its  members  in  worship  and  there  stimulates 
them  to  speak  the  language  of  faith  and  to  act  the  life  of  recon- 
ciliation and  love. 

Ill 

The  emphasis  provided  by  the  logic  of  encounter  on  the  im- 
portance of  personal  experience  for  all  language,  including  theo- 
logical language,  is  welcome;  but  two  serious  shortcomings  prevent 
us  from  finding  in  the  logic  of  encounter  a  fully  adequate  inter- 
pretation and  defense  for  the  meaningfulness  of  theological  dis- 
course. The  notion  of  "encounter"  which  is  at  the  root  of  this 
position  is  beset  with  difficulties,  and  the  theory  of  "testing" 
symbols  against  religious  experience  leads  to  w^iat,  for  the  theist, 
are  unfortunate  consequences. 

Turning  first  to  the  problem  of  testing  symbols  against  encoun- 
ter, we  must  ask  what  the  real  measure  of  "appropriateness"  of  a 
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symbol  to  the  experience  can  be.  No  external  standard  is  ultimately 
capable  of  arbitrating  on  this  matter;  even  the  Bible  serves  as  au- 
thority only  because  its  words  are  adjudged  "appropriate"  to  the 
experience  of  each  generation  of  readers.  The  writers  of  the  Bible 
must  themselves  have  had  to  determine  the  "appropriateness"  of 
their  words  to  the  encounter-experience  without  an  external  stand- 
ard on  the  logic  of  encounter;  or,  if  they  relied  on  some  previous 
authority  (earlier  documents,  oral  tradition),  the  regression  of 
dependence  upon  external  criteria  must  end  somewhere  short  of 
infinity.  What,  if  the  final  criterion  of  "appropriateness"  between 
language  and  encounter-experience  must  be  "internal,"  is  this 
standard? 

C.  A.  Campbell  turned  his  attention  to  this  question  in  his  St. 
Andrews  University  GifTord  Lectures.  There  he  identified  the 
criterion  for  judging  the  appropriateness  of  theological  symbols  as 
one's  "feelings."  All  language,  he  points  out  in  the  published  lec- 
tures, is  negated  as  literally  applicable  to  God,  but 

.  .  .  not  all  of  the  negations  have  for  the  religious  consciousness  the  same 
status.  Positive  value-terms — Justice,  Love,  Mercy  and  the  like — are 
negated  because  of  their  felt  inadequacy  to  God,  whose  value  is  trans- 
cendent and  ineffable;  whereas  disvalue  terms— Injustice,  Hatred,  Cruelty 
and  the  like — are  negated  not  just  because  of  their  felt  inadequacy,  but 
also,  and  primarily,  because  of  their  felt  [sic!]  contrariety,  to  the  Divine 
nature.  Clearly  there  is  a  vital  difference  between  negations  which  pro- 
ceed upon  such  different  principles;  and  it  is  precisely  because  there  is 
this  difference,  to  which  the  religious  consciousness  bears  consistent  wit- 
ness, that  it  makes  sense  to  say  that  the  value-terms,  e.g.  Justice,  Love, 
and  Mercy,  though  not  literally  applicable  to  God,  are  applicable  to  him 
in  a  "symbolic"  significance.  Were  is  not  for  this  felt  [sic!]  difference  of 
principle  within  negation,  there  would  be  no  case  for  holding  that  there 
is  even  symbolic  knowledge  about  God.^^ 

Campbell  tries  to  hold  that  symbols  are  allowed  or  disallowed  by 
"religious  consciousness"  on  the  basis  of  principles,  but  in  fact  his 
"different  principles"  are  nothing  other  than  different  feelings 
about  terms  which  are  proposed.  He  even  refers,  in  a  following 
passage,  to  the  vital  role  of  the  "emotions  aroused"  by  the  symbols 
in  question.  Some  symbols  evoke  a  feeling  of  strong  "natural  af- 
finity," he  insists,  which  the  human  mind  finds  itself  obliged  to 
accept  even  while  it  cannot  "understand"  it.  "It  is  this  that  confers 
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on  symbols  like  wisdom,  love  and  justice  objectivity  and  necessity 
as  symbols  of  the  Divine  nature.  .  .  ."^^ 

But  if  this  is  all  that  justifies  the  choice  of  certain  symbols  to 
"point  back  to"  and  "lead  on  to"  the  experience  of  meeting  God 
according  to  the  logic  of  encounter,  the  position  as  a  whole  is  ex- 
ceedingly vulnerable.  The  emotional  approval  which  attaches  to 
certain  symbols  because  of  their  use  in  ordinary  discourse  may  be 
a  powerful  causal  factor  in  influencing  people  to  employ  these 
terms  in  theological  discourse,  but  such  approval  alone  is  no  ra- 
tional justification.  On  the  contrary,  the  discovery  that  symbols  in 
theological  language  are  ultimately  judged  appropriate  or  inap- 
propriate on  the  basis  of  such  feelings  would  tend  to  justify  a 
degree  of  skeptical  reserve  toward  the  logic  of  encounter  which 
permits — no,  requires— so  notoriously  untrustworthy  a  criterion.  It 
would  force  us  to  wonder  how  far  the  logic  of  encounter  has  in 
reality  advanced  beyond  the  position  sardonically  put,  long  ago, 
into  the  mouth  of  Philo  by  David  Hume:  "Wisdom,  thought,  de- 
sign, knowledge;  these  we  justly  ascribe  to  him  [God];  because 
these  words  are  honourable  among  men,  and  we  have  no  other  lan- 
guage or  other  conceptions,  by  which  we  can  express  our  adoration 
of  him."i9 

Ronald  Hepburn,  in  respect  to  the  second  major  shortcoming  of 
the  logic  of  encounter,  devotes  two  chapters  of  his  recent  book  to 
a  damaging  criticism  of  "encounters"  themselves.  In  describing  the 
"encounter-experience"  by  means  of  words  like  "Thou,"  Hepburn 
shows,  the  "vital  analogy  ...  is  that  between  meeting  people  and 
meeting  God."  If  it  were  not  for  this  analogy,  it  is  clear,  there 
would  be  no  linguistic  ground  for  affirming  the  "personality"  of  the 
God  encountered  or  for  using  terms  like  "Father"  or  "Son"  with 
reference  to  him.  But,  Hepburn  asks,  "have  the  theologians  estab- 
lished this  analogy  firmly  enough  to  bear  the  weighty  superstruc- 
ture that  they  have  reared  upon  it?"'°  The  reply  to  this  question, 
without  doubt,  must  be  in  the  negative. 

In  the  first  place,  can  the  logic  of  encounter  wish  to  claim  that 
all  that  Christians  mean  by  "God"  can  be  exhausted  by  reference 
to  certain  human  experiences?  Surely  not!  Statements  about  "God" 
would  then  be  equivalent  to  statements  about  human  experience, 
and  it  would  be  nonsense — by  definition — to  speak  about  "God's 
existence"  prior  to  the  existence  of  human  beings  possessing  such 
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experiences.  The  definition  of  "God"  may  well  be  held  essentially 
to  include  reference  to  human  experiences,  but  traditional  theism 
will  always  insist  on  more  than  this  in  any  complete  definition.  And 
yet  the  moment  that  a  "more"  is  required,  we  are  confronted  with  a 
metaphysical  issue  concerning  a  being  who  is  the  independent  cause 
or  source  of  the  so-called  "encounter-experiences."  In  this  way  the 
logic  of  encounter  subtly  slips  from  an  overt  attempt  at  explicating 
the  meaning  of  theological  terms  to  a  covert  argument  to  the 
existence  of  God  from  religious  experience.  And  if  encounter  proves 
both  suspiciously  subjectivist  and  logically  incomplete  as  a  theory 
of  theological  meaningfulness,  it  exhibits  itself  equally  weak  as  con- 
vincing evidence  for  the  existence  of  a  divine  Encounterer. 

Even  the  best  examples  of  the  "I-Thou"  encounters  on  which  the 
theological  case  must  rest  turn  out  to  be  weak  reeds.  No  matter 
how  profound  the  "rapport,"  no  matter  how  convincing  the  experi- 
ence of  genuine  "I-Thou"  contact  between  two  persons,  there  is 
always  the  possibility — and  often  the  actuality — of  a  mistake.  How 
disillusioning,  after  a  prolonged  period  of  silent  "encounter"  with 
a  friend,  to  have  the  spell  broken  by  hearing  a  sudden  snore  issuing 
from  the  other  "Thou,"  who,  it  turns  out,  has  been  sound  asleep 
the  whole  time!  How  shattering  to  discover  that  someone  who  has 
been  thoroughly  known,  it  seems,  through  "encounter"  is  really 
quite  a  different  person  from  the  one  formerly  imagined! 

Something  John  tells  me  one  day  about  himself,  or  something  I  see 
him  do,  convinces  me  that  I  have  never  really  known  his  "centre"  or  his 
true  personality.  The  kaleidoscope  is  suddenly  reshuffled,  a  quite  new 
"uniqueness"  is  given  to  my  relation  with  him.  The  impression  I  had 
formerly  had  of  his  personality  was  a  highly  particular  one,  concrete  and 
impossible  to  generalize  about  (like  all  good  I-Thou  instances) — yet  in 
some  way  it  was  fraught  with  illusion.^i 

If  illusion  is  present  sometimes  or  often  in  "encounter,"  what  as- 
sures us  that  our  experience  is  not  always  merely  subjective  emotion 
conjoined  with  personal  interpretation?  Even  if  the  rapport  be- 
tween persons  is  sometimes  veridical,  as  seems  increasingly  likely  in 
the  light  of  contemporary  research  into  para-normal  psychology,  it 
is  clear  from  the  negative  instances  that  this  route  to  knowledge  of 
other  persons  is  far  from  trustworthy,  and  therefore  hardly  ade- 
quate to  undergird  the  entire  theological  claim  to  the  knowledge 
of  God. 
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But  a  further  difficulty  within  the  notion  of  "encounter"  in  its 
theological  application  arises  over  the  very  notion  of  error  in 
"I-Thou"  experiences.  How  does  one  discover  that  he  was  mistaken 
in  his  supposition  that  he  had  been  "encountered"  by  the  true  per- 
sonality of  another?  Such  mistakes  are  always  discovered  by  obser- 
vations of  a  sort  which  are  out  of  the  question  for  theological 
"encounter."  Hearing  a  snore;  seeing  a  covert  act,  gesture,  or  facial 
expression;  feeling  a  stab  in  the  back — these  are  the  means,  often 
painful,  of  distinguishing  sheer  illusion  from  what  may  conceivably 
be  veridical  extra-sensory  perception.  The  logic  of  encounter,  by 
ruling  out  any  such  independent  tests  (which  would  be  impossible 
to  conceive,  it  would  seem,  even  if  they  were  desired),  has  effec- 
tively blocked  any  means  of  distinguishing  between  "genuine"  en- 
counter with  God  and  the  illusory  products  of  supercharged 
emotions. 

The  analogy  from  human  "encounters"  suggests  that  at  least 
some  of  the  experiences  which  are  held  to  be  "encounter  with  God" 
really  are  subjectively  produced;  can  the  mere  claim  that  the  ex- 
periences are  "self-verifying"  rule  out  the  uncomfortable  suspicion 
that,  when  dissociated  from  any  empirical  personality,  they  all  may 
be  only  illusion?  What,  in  any  case,  is  the  logical  status  of  "self- 
verifying"?  We  must  turn  now  to  this  question  and  others,  never 
adequately  examined  by  theologians  themselves,  with  the  explicit 
tools  of  functional  analysis.  Our  decision  to  attend  to  the  thoughts 
of  theologians  themselves  concerning  their  language  has  provided 
us  with  profitable — and  indispensable — insights  but  with  no  definite 
resting  place. 


THE  "IMPROPER"  FUNCTIONS  OF 
THEOLOGICAL  DISCOURSE 

WE  HAVE  been  following  the  advice  of  functional  analysis  in  the 
last  three  chapters,  inquiring  directly  of  the  users  of  theological 
language  concerning  the  meaning,  purpose,  and  justification  of  their 
discourse.  We  found  three  different  answers,  no  one  of  which  satis- 
fied us  as  stated.  This  outcome  should  not  surprise  us.  The  primary 
job  of  the  theologian  is  not  to  philosophize  about  his  language  but 
to  use  it.  And,  as  R.  M.  Hare  puts  it, 

.  .  .  many  of  the  logical  problems  raised  are  not  such  as  can  be  dealt 
with  by  logical  amateurs.  For  this  reason  some  who  know  very  well  how 
to  use  religious  language  have  not  been  able  to  give  a  very  convincing 
account  of  its  use,  just  as  some  gardeners  can  grow  very  good  vegetables 
without  being  able  to  tell  us  clearly  or  even  correctly  how  they  do  it.'^ 

Those  best  qualified  to  employ  theological  discourse  are  not  fully 
at  home  in  the  logical  analysis  of  their  speech,  we  discover,  while 
the  highly  professional  logic  of  verificational  analysis,  as  we  found 
earlier,  is  not  well  adapted  to  the  examination  of  the  subtle  logic 
of  theological  language.  If  the  essential  character  of  theological 
discourse  is  to  be  uncovered,  therefore,  it  seems  that  the  skilled 
employment  of  functional  analysis  will  be  the  required  approach. 
And,  in  fact,  this  more  flexible,  more  empirical  way  of  analyzing 
theological  speech  has  rightfully  received  considerable  attention  in 
recent  years.  Some  who  have  used  the  technique  have  done  so  in 
hopes  of  discovering  what  fundamental  misuse  lurks  behind  and 
disqualifies  theological  discourse;  others  offer  their  analyses  to  show 
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that  theological  speech  serves  uncontroversially  important  functions; 
still  others  attempt  to  distinguish  a  unique  use  and  thus  a  distinctive 
"theological  logic"  as  interpretation — and  justification — for  theo- 
logical language.  What  reasons  may  be  given,  first,  to  show  that  the 
theological  employment  of  language  is  a  misuse  of  speech? 

I 

C.  B.  Martin,  a  philosopher  who  is  far  from  sure  that  theological 
language  has  any  legitimate  function,  tries  to  expose  further  the 
problems  which  we  have  already  seen  to  be  associated  with  the 
logic  of  encounter.  He  remarks  on  the  fact  that,  as  we  have  seen, 
many  theists  intend  to  make  analytically  necessary  the  movement 
from  "experience"  to  "encounter" — thus  from  "experience  of  God" 
to  "objective  existence  of  God."  "The  assertion  'I  have  direct  ex- 
perience of  God'  includes  the  assertion  'God  exists,'  "  Martin  notes; 
"thus,  the  conclusion  'therefore,  God  exists,'  follows  tautologically."^ 

But  when  the  theist  is  informed  that  neither  deductive  nor  in- 
ductive support  is  available  for  his  claim  and  that  introspective 
experience  alone,  lacking  any  public  testing  procedures,  never 
"proves"  existence,  his  response  is  not  to  withdraw  his  claim  but 
to  counter  with  a  further  assertion  that  the  encounter-experience 
is  "self-verifying";  that  is,  he  holds,  this  one  kind  of  experience  is 
capable  of  providing  a  foundation  for  ontological  claims  despite 
the  lack  of  predictive  power  or  testing  procedures  that  are  usually 
required  for  vindicating  an  existential  claim.  Moreover,  when  the 
critic  asks  the  theist  to  specify  in  some  detail  what  this  extraordinary 
experience  is  like,  the  required  information  is  not  forthcoming.  In 
addition  to  being  "self-verifying,"  the  theist  says,  religious  experi- 
ence is  also  "unique"  and  thus  "incommunicable."  Logical  analysis 
is  here  confronted  with  a  double  challenge:  to  unravel  the  use  of 
terms  like  "incommunicable"  and  "sui  generis"  when  used  to  refer 
to  religious  experience,  and  to  analyze  the  logical  functioning  of 
"self-verifying"  when  used  to  describe  "encounter  with  God." 

Verificational  analysis,  Martin  recognizes,  would  give  short  shrift 
to  these  terms.  A  "self-verifying  experience"  would  be  dismissed  as 
an  absurdity:  propositions,  not  experiences,  are  subject  to  verifica- 
tion— and  then  only  by  means  of  public  testing  procedures  which 
the  theist  admits  are  lacking  in  his  case.  The  claim  for  "incom- 
municability,"  too,  would  be  treated  contemptuously.  If  the  theist 
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dares  to  specify  in  detail  the  nature  of  the  experience  which  al- 
legedly reveals  God's  existence  to  the  experiencer,  he  opens  the  way 
for  falsification:  that  is,  it  becomes  possible  that  certain  people  will 
have  had  precisely  such  experiences  as  he  describes  and  yet  have 
refused  to  draw  the  theist's  conclusion.  Thus  it  is  in  the  interest 
of  the  theist  to  assert  that  to  have  these  experiences  is  to  be  in- 
dubitably confronted  with  God,  and  that,  in  consequence,  "You 
couldn't  have  those  experiences  and  at  the  same  time  sincerely  deny 
God's  existence."^  But  by  so  doing  the  believer  has  made  his  claim 
a  purely  analytic  one,  revealing  the  specialized  sense  in  which  he 
has  determined  to  use  his  terms  but  failing  to  prove  that  his  words 
have  any  relevance  to  existence. 

Martin,  however,  is  not  content  with  so  summary  a  dismissal  of 
these  theological  claims.  If  they  are  to  be  dismissed,  it  should  only 
be  after  opportunity  is  provided  theists  to  defend  the  claim  that  this 
language  has  a  unique  logic.  Theologians,  when  thus  challenged, 
say  that  the  logic  of  the  "incommunicability"  of  religious  experience 
is  illuminated  by  comparisons  with  the  "incommunicability"  of 
color-experience.  Just  as  a  color  can  be  known  only  in  the  experi- 
encing of  it,  they  say,  and  just  as  this  first-hand  knowledge  can 
never  be  communicated  by  mere  talk  to  persons  (like  those  born 
blind)  who  have  never  undergone  the  experience,  so  encounter 
with  God  must  be  known  immediately  to  be  known  at  all.  Critics 
who  are  "God-blind"  should  no  more  attack  an  experience  which 
they  cannot  imagine  than  should  persons  who  are  totally  color- 
blind ridicule  as  nonsensical  talk  about  colors.  But  in  offering  this 
plausible  explanation  of  the  logic  of  "incommunicable,"  Martin 
thinks,  the  theist  inadvertently  exposes  to  the  technique  of  signifi- 
cant comparison  the  real  logic  of  his  words. 

Martin  inquires  first  into  the  real  use  which  "incommunicable" 
statements  have  in  both  color-language  and  theological  language. 
In  both  cases,  he  concludes,  "incommunicable"  has  the  same  job: 
merely  to  express  the  inability  of  one  type  of  experience  to  be  de- 
scribed in  terms  of  another  type  of  experience. 

All  that  this  ["incommunicability"]  proves  is  that  a  description  of  one 
group  of  sensations  A  in  terms  of  another  set  of  sensations  B  is  never  suf- 
ficient for  knowing  group  A.  According  to  this  definition  of  "know,"  in 
order  to  know  one  must  have  those  sensations.  Thus,  all  that  is  proved  is 
that  in  order  to  know  what  religious  experience  is  one  must  have  a  re- 
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ligious  experience.  This  helps  in  no  way  at  all  to  prove  that  such  experi- 
ence is  direct  apprehension  of  God  and  helps  in  no  way  to  support  the 
existential  claim  "God  exists."* 

Such  an  analysis  of  the  function  of  "incommunicability-language," 
moreover,  shows  that  any  comparison  of  religious  experience  with 
the  "incommunicable"  or  "sui  generis"  experiences  of  color  actually 
threatens  the  claim  of  theological  language  to  deal  with  more  than 
subjective  experience.  But,  someone  objects,  my  experiences  of  color 
certainly  have  existential  implications!  True,  Martin  replies,  but 
whenever  we  begin  to  discuss  color  as  a  fact  in  the  world  of  exist- 
ence beyond  private  "seemings"  to  see,  we  bring  in  a  number  of 
methods  of  verification  which  make  discussion  on  this  level  quite 
different  in  kind  from  the  sort  of  discourse  which  theologians  can 
allow. 

If  "knowing  colour"  is  to  be  shaken  loose  from  its  purely  psychological 
implications  and  made  to  have  an  existential  reference  concerning  certain 
features  of  the  world  then  a  whole  society  of  tests  and  check-up  pro- 
cedures which  would  be  wholly  irrelevant  to  the  support  of  the  psycho- 
logical claim  about  one's  own  colour  sensations  become  relevant.  E.g. 
what  other  people  see  and  the  existence  of  light  waves  and  the  descrip- 
tion of  their  characteristics  needing  the  testimony  of  research  workers 
and  scientific  instruments.^ 

The  theologian  is  in  the  uncomfortable  position  of  being  able  to 
cling  to  what  at  first  seemed  to  be  a  hopeful  analogy  of  the  incom- 
municability  (and  importance)  of  the  experience  of  God  with  the 
incommunicability  of  experiences  of  color  only  by  endangering  the 
very  existential  claim  with  which  he  begins. 

Because  "having  direct  experience  of  God"  does  not  admit  the  rele- 
vance of  a  society  of  tests  and  checking  procedures  it  places  itself  in  the 
company  of  the  other  ways  of  knowing  which  preserve  their  self-suffi- 
ciency, "uniqueness"  and  "incommunicability"  by  making  a  psychological 
and  not  an  existential  claim. ^ 

The  theologian,  Martin  insists,  should  not  expect  his  language  to 
share  in  the  benefits  of  empirical  language  without  shouldering  any 
of  the  concomitant  responsibility!  His  "refuge"  in  claims  that  his 
language  is  "sui  generis"  is  "a  perfect  refuge  because  no  one  can 
prove  him  wrong,  but  its  unassailability  has  been  bought  at  the 
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price  of  making  no  claim  about  the  world  beyond  the  claim  about 
his  own  state  of  mind."^ 

What  of  the  theist's  second  assertion:  that  the  confrontation  of 
the  mind  with  God  is  "self-verifying"  or  "carries  its  own  guarantee"? 
Functional  analysis  must  probe  the  real  use  which  this  statement 
has  in  order  to  discover  its  logical  force.  Is  the  "inner  guarantee" 
some  form  of  test  whose  possibility  had  escaped  our  notice?  No, 
none  is  offered.  Perhaps,  Martin  suggests,  the  real  logic  behind  this 
language  may  be  revealed  by  an  example  which  may  be  taken  as  a 
paradigm  case  of  the  use  of  "self- verifying" :  If  all  men  but  one 
refused  to  draw  the  conclusion  that  religious  experience  by  itself 
"proves"  the  existence  of  God,  the  last  man,  if  he  truly  finds  in  his 
experience  the  "guarantee"  of  his  beliefs,  would  still  (on  this  ex- 
ample) be  psychologically  able  to  cling  firmly  to  his  assertion. 

But  if  this  is  the  essential  meaning  of  "an  experience  which  car- 
ries its  own  guarantee,"  then,  Martin  points  out,  it  has  no  reference 
to  anything  beyond  mental  and  subjective  fact.  We  are  left  to  con- 
clude that  "in  this  matter  his  experience  may  be  all  that  ultimately 
counts  for  him  in  establishing  his  confidence  in  the  truth  of  his 
claim  about  the  existence  of  God."®  Thus  once  more,  when  the 
theologian's  claim  is  analyzed  in  terms  of  its  logical  functions,  we 
find  that  it  has  relevance  to  "confidence,"  and  "ability  to  keep  on 
believing,"  and  like  uses  rather  than  to  matters  of  fact  about  exist- 
ing realities. 

It  may  be  worth  while  at  this  point  to  press  Martin's  analysis 
somewhat  further  with  the  techniques  which  he  himself  employs 
in  order  to  clarify  the  critique  he  has  launched.  We  have  seen  how 
fundamental  to  Martin's  position  the  claim  is  that  "merely  psycho- 
logical" experience  must  be  irrelevant  to  "existence."  Let  us  ex- 
amine the  concept  of  "existence"  as  it  is  used  in  Martin's  argument. 

Can  we  distinguish  the  paradigm  for  the  use  of  "existence"  which 
Martin  seems  to  have  in  mind  here?  It  is  evident  that  any  such 
paradigm  will  be  found  among  assertions  for  which  "a  whole  society 
of  tests  and  check-up  procedures"  is  relevant.  Thus  for  Martin  the 
claim  "My  experience  of  yellow  in  connection  with  that  book  is 
relevant  to  existing  realities  despite  its  incommunicability"  will  be 
veridical  if  and  only  if  the  assertion  is  open  in  principle  to  testing 
procedures. 
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The  meaning  of  "existence,"  for  Martin,  is  then  intimately  de- 
pendent on  what  is  meant  by  "testing  procedures."  Can  we  be  more 
specific?  Yes.  Martin  tells  us  that  the  check-up  procedures  he  has 
in  mind  are  listening  to  the  testimony  of  other  people,  reading  the 
reports  of  research  workers,  and  examining  scientific  instruments. 
"Testing  procedures,"  for  Martin,  are  sense-observations  made  by 
independent  observers.  Now  we  find  that  the  paradigm  for  the 
meaning  of  the  word  "existence"  which  is  tacitly  employed  in  this 
argument  is  "thing  open  to  relevant  sense-observations."  Thus  for 
Martin  the  phrase  "existent  reality"  entails,  by  definition,  "open  to 
test  by  sense-observation."  When  it  is  discovered  that  theological 
claims  are  not  so  open  to  test,  Martin  is  able  to  conclude,  by  modus 
tollens,  that  these  claims  are  not  about  "existent  realities"  (so  de- 
fined). 

It  is  not  our  purpose  to  enter  into  a  metaphysical  discussion  of 
the  merits  and  demerits  of  this  conception  of  existence,  but  our 
understanding  of  Martin's  position  is  clarified  if  we  see  that  it  is 
based  on  a  theory  as  to  what  necessary  characteristic  any  existing 
being  qua  existing  being  must  possess.  This  is  clearly  a  metaphysical 
view  on  anyone's  definition  of  metaphysics.  And  equally  clearly  it 
is  not  one  shared  by  theists,  who,  of  course,  want  to  say  that  at 
least  one  existing  being  (God)  is  not  of  a  nature  such  that  sense- 
observations  could  be  used  as  the  "testing  procedures"  which  are 
relevant  to  check  claims  about  this  being. 

It  now  becomes  obvious  that  Martin's  analysis  is  not  in  itself 
capable  of  settling  the  question  of  the  validity  of  this  "religious 
way  of  knowing."  His  criticism  succeeds  in  posing  important  issues 
which,  on  further  probing,  are  seen  to  concern  the  nature  of  "exist- 
ence" ;  but  a  metaphysical  discussion  of  some  kind  would  be  needed 
to  settle  the  vast  questions  which  are  here  raised.  W.  D.  Glasgow, 
replying  to  Martin,  is  correct  in  holding  that  for  the  logic  of  en- 
counter "it  is  essential  .  .  .  for  the  defender  of  the  religious  way  of 
knowing  to  assert  that  there  are  cases  where  a  man  knows  himself 
to  be  experiencing  an  objective  Deity.  .  .  ."^  But  Glasgow  is  misled 
if  he  supposes  that  such  "assertion"  alone  will  convince  any  critics. 
An  analysis  of  how  metaphysical  statements  are  cognitive,  if  they 
are,  will  be  of  more  use  than  mere  insistence.  I  shall  return  to  this 
point  in  the  final  chapter. 

Martin's  analysis  of  the  function  of  "self-guaranteeing  experience" 
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is  also  in  need  of  supplementing.  He  has  uncovered  only  one  of  at 
least  two  functions  performed  by  such  locutions,  and  he  has  ap- 
parently failed  to  appreciate  much  of  the  significance  of  the  one 
function  he  did  notice. 

The  one  use  of  the  phrase  "self-guaranteeing"  which  he  does 
recognize,  we  recall,  is  that  of  indicating  the  character  of  religious 
experience  to  be  so  striking  as  to  convince  at  least  some  men  of  the 
existence  of  God  despite  anything.  Martin  concludes  that  this  func- 
tion only  underscores  the  "psychological"  character  of  "encounter" 
— and  he  is  correct  as  far  as  he  goes.  What  needs  further  emphasis, 
however,  is  that  experience  of  so  striking  a  character — experience 
which  can  be  a  sufficient  condition  for  belief  against  all  odds  and 
which  has  supported  continued  faith  in  God  despite  the  most  in- 
genious tortures — is  experience  of  a  most  impressive  kind  which 
may,  indeed,  deserve  to  be  called  "unique."  It  is  due,  at  least,  far 
more  careful  study  than  Martin  seems  to  propose  by  his  casual  clas- 
sification of  it  as  "merely  psychological."  Perhaps  this  experience 
will  some  day  be  able  to  be  explained  with  complete  adequacy  in 
terms  of  "conditioning"  or  the  "subconscious"  or  "glands,"  but, 
whether  this  is  the  case  or  not,  a  proper  understanding  of  experi- 
ence which  is  "self-verifying"  will  be  of  the  greatest  interest  and 
importance  for  an  adequate  understanding  of  human  life — and,  in 
particular,  its  religious  manifestations. 

But  calling  an  experience  "self -verifying"  has  at  least  one  addi- 
tional logical  function.  If  theology  rejects  the  view  that  "God"  is 
a  physical-object  word,  the  attempt  to  verify  statements  about  God 
in  the  same  way  that  statements  about  physical  objects  are  verified 
will  seem  to  theism  to  be  radically  mistaken.  The  statement  con- 
cerning an  "encounter  with  God"  that  it  "guarantees  itself,"  there- 
fore, is  used  to  warn  against  possible  expectations  of  logically 
inappropriate  kinds  of  "guarantees."  Such  a  phrase  is  used  as  an- 
other way  of  reminding  oneself  and  others  that  the  "encounter" 
experience  is  ex  hypothesi  the  only  way  of  relating  oneself  directly 
to  God;  it  is  to  assert  with  the  mnemonic  eflfectiveness  of  paradox 
that  the  only  way  to  "guarantee"  the  veridical  nature  of  the  experi- 
ence is — to  have  it! 

To  recognize  this  function  is  not,  we  must  emphasize,  to  justify 
the  claim  that  is  implicit  in  the  phrase  "self- verifying" ;  but  it  is 
to  show  what  use  such  a  phrase  may  have  within  the  theistic  con- 
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ceptual  schema.  The  effort  to  justify  any  fragment  of  language 
drawn  from  that  schema,  it  seems  to  me,  must  finally  grapple  with 
the  justification  of  the  schema  as  a  whole.  In  like  manner,  any 
effective  attack  on  theological  language  will  of  necessity  be  an  at- 
tack not  on  isolated  fragments  of  the  theist's  vocabulary  but  on  the 
logical  tenability  of  the  key  concepts  which  underlie  it. 

II 

Martin  directs  another  of  his  attacks  against  precisely  these  key 
concepts:  at  the  crucial  Christian  view  of  God  as  perfect  goodness 
and  at  the  logical  possibility  of  the  Incarnation. 

First,  Martin  asks  how  language  purporting  to  affirm  the  perfect 
goodness  of  God  functions,  logically.  It  may  appear  at  first  glance, 
when,  one  employs  the  techniques  of  significant  comparison,  that 
much  the  same  language  might  be  used  to  refer  to  a  wise  and  good 
man,  especially  since  the  latter  contexts  are  those  which  originally 
give  such  language  a  use  and  thus  a  meaning.  Martin  suggests  as 
a  paradigm  the  example  of  "Father,"  who  is  much  respected  for 
his  moral  insight  during  life  and  is  remembered  after  his  death  as 
completely  trustworthy.  After  Father's  death  his  reputation  grows 
to  the  stature  of  infallibility — and  there  is  no  longer  any  chance 
that  future  moral  lapses  on  his  part  will  endanger  that  reputation. 
Now,  Martin  asks,  is  language  asserting  the  goodness  (perfect  good- 
ness) of  Father  a  good  paradigm  to  illustrate  the  logical  function- 
ing of  language  asserting  God's  perfection?  Not  in  the  least.  The 
employment  of  language  affirming  Father's  goodness  is  based  on 
our  evaluation  of  the  moral  success  of  Father's  judgments  in  the 
past  (and  could  conceivably  be  disqualified — our  language  praising 
his  virtue  withdrawn — by  our  finding  a  secret  diary  or  other  evi- 
dence showing  hypocrisy  on  his  part),  but  the  use  of  "perfect  good- 
ness" language  about  God  is  not  so  based.  Quite  the  contrary;  the 
statement  "God  is  perfectly  good"  is  a  tautology  based  upon  the 
very  definition  of  "God"  as  "good."  But  if  this  is  the  case,  the  as- 
sertion of  the  "goodness"  of  God  is  analytic  and  irrelevant  to  any 
possible  proof  or  disproof,  while  the  statement  "Father  was  good" 
is  synthetic  in  form  and  open  to  the  logical  possibility  of  disproof. 

The  good  is  defined  in  terms  of  God's  will. 

God's  will  (as  perfect)  is  defined  in  terms  of  the  good. 
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Nothing  in  the  world  of  fact  or  the  world  of  imagination  can  disturb 
this  equivalence — it  rests  secure  in  the  cold  and  barren  world  of  logic. 
No  wonder  we  found  such  difference  between  Father  and  God.^° 

This  analytic  use  of  language,  unfortunately,  is  essential  to  the 
theist's  position,  since  to  abandon  the  security  of  goodness-by-defini- 
tion would  permit  as  logically  possible  the  (blasphemous)  question- 
ing of  the  perfection  of  God's  goodness.  "If  God  is  perfect  then 
nothing  could  count  as  evidence  against  his  rightness.  If  anything 
could  count  as  evidence  against  his  rightness  then  the  justification 
of  ethical  statements  in  terms  of  God's  will  is  not  absolute." ^^ 

His  uncovering  of  the  often-unnoticed  logical  functions  of  lan- 
guage stating  God's  goodness  rules  out,  Martin  believes,  the  crucial 
Christian  concept  of  the  Incarnation.  The  doctrine  of  the  Incarna- 
tion, as  Martin  states  it,  is  that  God  and  Jesus  were  "one."  But,  by 
the  very  definition  of  identity,  if  God  and  Jesus  can  be  shown  to 
diflfer  in  any  property  (if  they  are  not  "indiscernibles" ) ,  they  can- 
not be  "one."  The  "goodness"  of  God,  as  we  have  seen,  is  a  good- 
ness-by-definition; the  goodness  of  Jesus,  however,  is  a  judged 
goodness,  analogous  to  the  goodness  of  Father.  "God"  is  a  concept, 
separated  from  the  concept  "not-good"  by  conceptual  rules;  "Jesus" 
is  a  proper  name  possessed  by  a  historical  character  who  can  at 
least  in  principle  be  conceived  as  "not-good."  The  logical  properties 
of  "God"  and  "Jesus"  are  so  radically  different,  Martin  concludes, 
that  it  is  sheer  absurdity  to  mumble  creeds  about  their  being  "one." 

Martin  is  convinced,  therefore,  that  the  patient  uncovering  of 
the  real  functions  of  theological  discourse  will  lead  to  a  clearer 
understanding  of  the  logical  confusions  and  mistakes  which  dis- 
qualify it.  Such  an  approach  via  functional  analysis  will  be  more 
effective  against  theological  muddle  than  the  more  sweeping  pro- 
gram of  verificational  analysis. 

We  may  agree  that  Martin's  methods  represent  an  advance  over 
the  blunter  instrument  of  the  verification  principle,  but  I,  for  one, 
cannot  acquiesce  in  either  his  conclusions  or  his  manner  of  employ- 
ing these  methods.  A  more  careful  analysis  of  the  functions  of  the 
language  which  Martin  here  examines  would  reveal  a  basic  con- 
fusion underlying  his  entire  argument.  The  same  form  of  words,  as 
we  recognized  much  earlier,  can  be  put  to  more  than  one  use.  The 
words  which  make  up  the  sentences   "God  is  good"   and   "Jesus 
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Christ  was  good"  may  function  within  kinds  of  discourse  of  widely 
diflFerent  uses.  This  fact  Martin  has  failed  to  notice. 

He  has  seen,  it  is  true,  that  "God  is  good"  can  function  in  the 
vocabulary  of  systematic  theology  as  a  definition.  This  is  certainly 
the  case.  In  systematic  language  "God  is  good"  functions  as  a  key 
tautology  from  which  a  great  many  inferences  may  be  drawn.  What 
Martin  does  not  see  is  that  "Jesus  Christ  was  good"  may  and  does 
also  function  within  the  discourse  of  systematic  theology.  In  that 
language,  it  is  no  less  a  tautology  to  state  of  "the  Christ"  that  he 
was  "good"  than  to  make  the  same  claim  about  "God."  In  the 
systematic  language  of  theology  it  would  be  no  less  a  logical  con- 
tradiction to  deny  that  "the  Son"  was  "good"  than  to  deny  "good- 
ness" of  "the  Father." 

What  cannot  be  asserted  in  the  formal  language  of  systematic 
theology  is  that  "Jesus  Christ,"  the  "Son,"  has  as  a  matter  of  his- 
torical fact  dwelt  among  men.  In  order  to  anchor  the  formal  con- 
ceptual schema  of  Christian  theology  to  the  world  of  persons  and 
existence  the  language  of  living  faith,  "religious  language,"  is  re- 
quired. In  religious  discourse  (as  contrasted  with  "systematic  dis- 
course") it  is  true,  as  Martin  sees,  that  "Jesus  Christ  was  good" 
has  a  use  as  a  proposition  not  about  a  concept  but  about  a  historical 
character  whose  personal  qualities — and  very  existence — are  open 
to  the  same  judgments  of  historic  probability  and  disproof  as  are 
those  of  any  other.  What  he  fails  to  notice  is  that  in  this  language 
of  faith  the  statement  "God  is  good"  also  functions  as  a  judgment 
stripped  of  its  analytic  invulnerability. 

Given  a  religious  rather  than  a  systematic  use,  the  latter  state- 
ment— which,  as  we  shall  see,  springs  out  of  an  act  of  commitment 
and  is  itself  part  of  the  speaker's  continuing  disposition  to  commit 
his  life  to  a  theistic  model  by  which  to  envisage  reality — is  far  from 
tautological.  It  is  a  judgment  which  both  reflects  and  deeply  affects 
the  whole  life  of  the  person  who  utters  it  in  its  religious  use.  The 
history  of  religious  development  and  the  facts  of  the  religious  life 
illustrate  the  non-tautological  function  of  "God  is  good"  once  this 
form  of  words  is  removed  from  the  systematic  language  of  academic 
theology.  It  is  all  too  easy  to  forget,  in  our  day  and  culture,  that 
"God"  has  not  always  been  understood  in  Christian  terms.  But  it 
was  in  fact  only  after  millennia  of  fear  and  superstition  in  which 
the  gods  were  believed  arbitrary,  bloodthirsty,  and  vengeful  that 
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the  belief  in  a  God  of  love  and  goodness  gradually  entered  the 
world.  Such  a  concept  did  not  arise  because  philosophers  decided 
to  define  a  term  in  a  certain  way;  it  came,  for  Western  civilization, 
through  the  historical  experiences  of  a  nation  and — supremely  for 
Christians — through  the  death  of  a  man  on  a  cross. 

The  main  point  here  is  that  the  notion  of  "God  as  good"  is  a 
refined  concept,  forged  over  the  centuries,  not  "sprung  fully  armed" 
from  the  brow  of  some  thinker.  And  even  today  the  religious  temp- 
tation for  Christians  to  doubt  the  goodness  of  God  is  not  a  logical 
contradiction,  as  in  Martin's  view  it  would  necessarily  be.  Faith 
may  be  sorely  tested  by  great  disasters  or  a  personal  tragedy.  In 
such  circumstances  it  is  not  linguistically  absurd  to  say:  "Is  God 
good  after  all?  Is  his  love  toward  me  perfect?"  Still  less  is  it  an 
empty  tautology  to  affirm  with  renewed  faith:  "Yes,  God  is  good! 
His  will  is  perfect!"  Thus,  for  the  language  of  living  faith,  to  affirm 
that  God  is  good  is  as  much  a  "judgment"  as  to  assert  the  goodness 
of  Jesus. 

Nothing  that  has  been  said  here  should  be  taken  to  minimize  the 
difficulties  in  the  concept  of  the  Incarnation.  Kierkegaard  may  have 
been  right  to  characterize  it  as  the  "supreme  absurdity."  But  Mar- 
tin's partial  analysis,  based  on  a  confusion  of  the  logics  of  two  quite 
different  languages,  need  not  add  to  the  theologian's  problems.  Nor 
would  most  theologians  accede  to  Martin's  statement  of  the  doc- 
trine. It  would  be  difficult  to  find  an  educated  Christian  who 
supposes  that  the  Incarnation  depends  on  God  and  Jesus  being  "in- 
discernible" in  every  respect.  Few  would  seriously  be  worried  by 
analysts'  pointing  out,  as  they  occasionally  have,  that  Jesus  was  in 
space  and  time,  that  he  ate,  talked,  walked,  prayed,  and  so  on,  and 
that  therefore  he  logically  could  not  be  "one  with  the  Father."  If 
anything  at  all  is  agreed  by  theologians  on  this  central  issue  it  is 
that  God  and  Jesus  have  never  been  supposed  (except  by  heretics) 
to  have  been  "one"  in  any  sense  that  these  considerations  would 
disturb.  The  proper  sense  of  "oneness"  is  the  subject  of  a  contro- 
versy which  does  not  concern  us  here.  It  is,  essentially,  what  argu- 
ments about  different  interpretations  of  the  Incarnation  are  all 
about.  The  interested  reader  will  do  well  to  turn  to  the  vast  litera- 
ture on  the  subject.^^ 
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III 

Another  critique  founded  on  functional  analysis  is  directed  by 
Antony  Flew  at  the  language  often  used  by  theists  to  escape  the 
problem  of  evil.  God  is  supposed  by  many  theists  to  be  exonerated 
from  blame  for  moral  evil  if  all  such  evil  can  be  shown  to  be  a 
logical  consequence  of  God's  (blameless)  granting  to  men  a  genuine 
measure  of  freedom.  Flew  notes  that  theists  claim  to  find  a  logical 
contradiction  in  the  notion  that  God  could  grant  true  human  free- 
dom and  at  the  same  time  determine  that  his  creatures  never  do 
evil. 

If  such  a  logical  contradiction  can  be  found,  Flew  admits,  the 
theist's  case  is  strengthened;  but  to  prove  that  any  logical  absurdity 
prevents  one  from  saying  "free  but  wholly  determined  to  do  good" 
an  analysis  of  the  crucial  concept  "freedom"  is  required.  Is  it  the 
function  of  the  word  "free"  to  rule  out,  analytically,  the  use  of  the 
word  "determined"  in  the  same  respect?  This  is  the  essential  issue, 
and  Flew  is  convinced  that  he  can  prove  there  is  no  contradiction 

.  .  .  involved  in  saying  that  God  might  have  made  people  so  that  they 
always  in  fact  freely  chose  the  right.  If  there  is  no  contradiction  here 
then  Omnipotence  might  have  made  a  world  inhabited  by  wholly  virtuous 
people;  the  Free-will  Defence  is  broken-backed;  and  we  are  back  again 
with  the  original  intractable  antinomy.^^ 

To  make  his  case  Flew  self-consciously  employs  the  paradigm 
case  technique.  What  is  the  use  of  the  word  "free"?  Let  us  provide 
ourselves  with  a  paradigm  of  the  correct  employment  of  this  word, 
a  case,  that  is,  to  which  we  should  point  in  an  attempt  to  define  the 
proper  use  of  the  word,  as  follows : 

A  paradigm  case  of  acting  freely,  of  being  free  to  choose,  would  be  the 
marriage  of  two  normal  young  people,  when  there  was  no  question  of 
the  parties  "having  to  get  married,"  and  no  social  or  parental  pressure 
on  either  of  them:  a  case  which  happily  is  scarcely  rare.^'* 

The  only  evidence  which  would  be  relevant  to  prove  the  absence  of 
genuine  freedom  in  a  standard  case  like  this,  Flew  holds,  would  be 
evidence  showing  "obstruction  or  pressure  or  an  absence  of  alterna- 
tives. .  .  ."^^  The  fact  that  there  are  causes  for  an  action  in  the 
personalities  and  characters  of  the  free  agents  of  this  paradigm  in 
no  way  destroys  the  freedom  of  the  act,  so  long  as  there  is  no  ex- 
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ternal  constraint.  Good  friends  often  can  predict  the  (free)  actions 
of  one  another. 

And  if  it  is  the  case  that  one  day  a  team  of  psychologists  and  physi- 
ologists will  be  able  to  predict  a  person's  behaviour  far  more  completely 
and  successfully  than  even  his  best  friends  now  can,  even  up  to  one 
hundred  per  cent  completely  and  successfully:  still  this  will  not  show 
that  he  never  acts  freely.  .  .  .^^ 

If  such  an  understanding  of  "freedom,"  based  on  this  marriage 
paradigm,  is  wrong,  Flew  contends,  then  human  freedom  will  be 
able  to  be  fitted  into  the  world  only  "in  the  gaps  of  scientific 
ignorance" ;  but  this  understanding  of  the  use  of  "freedom"  cannot 
be  wrong,  because  a  paradigm  such  as  the  one  employed — includ- 
ing facts  about  "glands"  and  "conditioning"  with  which  we  must 
reckon — are  the  very  originals  of  the  meaning  of  the  language  em- 
ployed, so  that  it  is  by  reference  to  them  that  the  significance  of  an 
expression  "usually  is,  and  ultimately  has  always  to  be,  explained. "^^ 
"Free"  no  more  excludes  "determined,"  as  logically  incompatible, 
than  "solid"  excludes  "composed  of  whirling  electrical  charges."  To 
suppose  it  does,  as  theists  wish,  is  to  violate  the  paradigm  which 
gives  it  meaning. 

If  complete  predictability  due  to  full  causal  determination  is  not 
incompatible  with  freedom  (properly  understood  from  the  para- 
digm case),  then:  "Omnipotence  might  have,  could  without  con- 
tradiction be  said  to  have,  created  people  who  would  always  as  a 
matter  of  fact  freely  have  chosen  to  do  the  right  thing."^®  The 
theologian  may  no  longer  hope  to  excuse  an  omnipotent  God  from 
responsibility  for  evil  on  the  ground  that  "freedom"  would  other- 
wise be  violated,  since 

...  if  it  really  is  logically  possible  for  an  action  to  be  both  freely  chosen 
and  yet  fully  determined  by  caused  causes,  then  the  keystone  argument 
of  the  Free-will  Defence,  that  there  is  a  contradiction  in  speaking  of  God 
so  arranging  the  laws  of  nature  that  all  men  always  as  a  matter  of  fact 
freely  choose  to  do  the  right,  cannot  hold.^^ 

The  surface  plausibility  of  the  theologian's  argument,  Flew  con- 
cludes, was  due  to  the  illicit  removal  of  his  language  from  the  con- 
crete functions  which  give  it  a  point  and  alone  justify  its  use. 
Functional  analysis,  on  this  view,  has  simply  restored  the  language 
of  the  argument  to  its  proper  context. 
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Flew's  case  clearly  depends  on  his  analysis  of  the  standard  use 
of  "freedom."  For  him  the  essential  function  of  this  word  is  to 
signify  the  absence  of  external  constraint.  That  a  choice  may  be 
fully  determined  by  a  person's  glands  or  previous  conditioning  does 
not  suffice  to  make  us  deny  that  the  choice  was  "free." 

It  will  not  be  denied  that  "free"  and  "freedom"  are  often  and 
importantly  employed  in  precisely  this  manner.  To  say  that  the 
parts  of  a  machine  are  "moving  freely"  signifies  not  that  their  mo- 
tions are  uncaused  or  undetermined,  but  merely  that  there  is  no 
external  constraint  preventing  them  from  acting  in  the  way  that 
they  are  fully  (mechanically)  determined  to  act.  In  the  same  way, 
we  often  talk  of  persons  who  have  been  in  captivity  "breaking  free" 
or  being  "given  their  freedom."  Here  again  "freedom"  signifies  the 
absence  of  iron  bars,  strait  jackets  and  other  external  constraints; 
no  covert  suggestion  about  inner  motives,  glands,  or  the  "springs 
of  human  action"  is  being  made. 

But,  although  this  use  of  the  word  "freedom"  is  recognized  and 
legitimate,  it  is  not  its  only  use;  and  Flew  has  been  guilty  of  an 
oversight  in  supposing  that  his  paradigm  is  adequate  for  the  defini- 
tion of  all  senses  of  "freedom"  simply  because  it  successfully  repre- 
sents some  of  them.  In  reference  to  choices,  "freedom"  in  ordinary 
usage  frequently  entails  "might-have-done-otherwise."  Sociologists 
and  psychologists  and  endocrinologists  might  meaningfully  say  about 
the  criminal  who  broke  from  jail  to  "freedom"  (in  the  first  sense), 
that  he  was  not  "free"  (in  the  second  sense)  to  avoid  killing  the 
guard  who  tried  to  stop  him:  because  of  the  guard's  symbolic  status 
as  a  father-figure  (says  the  psychologist),  because  of  the  slum  condi- 
tions in  which  he  was  reared  to  hate  and  fear  all  policemen  (says 
the  sociologist),  because  of  overstimulation  of  his  adrenal  glands 
(says  the  physiologist) .  In  such  contexts  to  say  that  a  man  "was  not 
free"  is  not  to  assert  that  he  was  handcuffed  or  at  the  point  of  a 
gun  but  to  affirm  that,  given  the  caused  causes  in  his  make-up,  no 
real  alternative  to  his  act  was  open  to  him. 

Another,  more  relevant,  context  in  which  "freedom"  is  uncon- 
fusingly  employed  to  signify  the  absence  of  constraint,  external  or 
internal,  is  moral  discourse.  The  statement  "Only  free  decisions 
deserve  praise  or  blame"  is  properly  taken  not  merely  to  exclude 
praise  or  blame  from  acts  performed  at  bayonet  point  or  not  per- 
formed while  externally  constrained  but  also  to  deny  the  propriety 
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of  moral  praise  or  blame  directed  at  acts  "wholly  determined  by 
caused  causes"  of  an  internal  nature  as  well.  "You  ought  to  have 
rescued  Mary,"  for  example,  makes  no  sense  if  Mary  drowned  in 
the  Pacific  while  you  were  at  the  Atlantic  Ocean.  This  falls  under 
the  head  of  "external"  constraint.  But  blame  for  failure  to  rescue 
Mary  is  equally  misdirected  if  (for  caused  causes)  you  do  not  know 
how  to  swim.  Given  your  psychological  and  physiological  make-up 
at  that  moment  you  were  not  free  to  swim  to  Mary's  aid.  You  would 
have  been  "free"  in  the  sense  that  no  external  constraint  prevented 
you  from  plunging  into  the  water;  but  your  lack  of  knowledge 
"how  to"  held  you  a  prisoner  as  surely  as  if  you  had  been  bound 
hand  and  foot  on  the  beach.  Here,  in  connection  with  moral  praise 
and  blame,  everyone  can  understand  the  use  of  the  word  "free" 
to  exclude  all  circumstances,  external  or  internal,  which  makes 
"could-have-done-otherwise"  an  empty  phrase. 

I  am  not  here  even  arguing  that  there  are,  in  fact,  "free  acts"  or 
"free  choices"  in  the  sense  of  the  term  which  is  important  for  moral 
judgment.  This  is  a  separate  issue.  What  is  vital  to  recognize  is 
that  without  "freedom"  (of  the  ethical  paradigm)  moral  praise  or 
blame  cannot  be  bestowed  upon  decisions.  One  may  still  praise  or 
blame  acts  on  the  basis  of  their  consequences  (if  one  is  ready  to 
grant  hedonist  or  utilitarian  or  other  criteria),  but  this  for  many 
ethical  theorists  including  Kant  will  not  be  moral  praise  or  blame. 
If  an  act  happens  to  result  in  greater  pleasure  for  the  greatest  num- 
ber, though  only  by  accident  or  by  mistake  or  unconsciously,  one 
may  be  grateful  for  its  occurrence  but  he  cannot  give  moral  appro- 
bation to  the  agent.  Similarly,  if  a  tiger  tears  a  lamb  to  shreds  we 
may  sorrow  but  we  can  hardly  disapprove  of  the  brute's  morality. 

Flew  has  failed  to  untangle  several  important  threads  in  what  is 
admittedly  a  knotty  problem.  He  has  analyzed  "freedom"  in  terms 
of  only  one  of  its  logically  legitimate  uses.  He  has  likewise  recog- 
nized only  one  sense  of  the  words  "good"  and  "evil."  Actions  which 
are  the  mere  working  out  of  necessity  (mechanical,  psychological) 
cannot  be  morally  good  or  evil.  God  might,  if  omnipotent,  have 
created  a  race  which  would  be  determined  to  act  only  in  ways 
which  we  would  call  "good"  on  some  criterion  of  goodness.  But 
such  a  race  would  not  be  "free"  in  the  sense  which  is  important 
for  morality;  nor  would  all  the  "good"  acts  of  Flew's  ideal  universe 
add  up  to  a  single  moral  decision. 
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But  it  is  precisely  moral  evil  which  Flew  is  ostensibly  discussing. 
His  employment  of  a  paradigm  for  "freedom"  which  brings  out 
only  the  non-moral  uses  of  this  word  has  subtly  shifted  attention  to 
something  quite  different.  That  which  is  no  contradiction  on  Flew's 
(rather  arbitrarily  chosen)  paradigm,  which  permits  the  logical 
compatibility  of  "free  choice"  and  "complete  causal  determination," 
becomes  a  contradiction  once  again  on  the  abandonment  of  this 
particular  paradigm  for  a  less  ill-chosen  one.  And  if  the  theist  is 
talking  about  moral  freedom,  not  mere  freedom  from  external  con- 
straint, the  free-will  defense  has  not  been  "broken  backed,"  as  Flew 
hopes,  but  only  lost  sight  of  in  this  elaborate  exercise  in  equivoca- 
tion. Only  by  implicitly  eliminating  the  possibility  of  all  moral  judg- 
ments can  Flew  assimilate  all  uses  of  "freedom"  to  the  sort  of 
"freedom"  witnessed  in  the  activity  of  an  unobstructed  sewing 
machine. 


10 

THE  FAMILIAR  FUNCTIONS  OF 
THEOLOGICAL  DISCOURSE 


MOST  OF  THOSE  who  employ  functional  analysis  to  explore  the  na- 
ture of  theological  discourse  seek  more  to  understand  the  genuine 
use  (or  uses)  of  this  language  than  to  condemn  its  misuses.  The 
tendency  among  these  analysts  is  often  to  single  out  one  or  more 
familiar  functions  of  language  as  the  "real"  logic  of  theological 
language. 

Many  philosophers  are  content  with  a  relatively  simple  view. 
They  recognize,  as  we  have,  the  failure  of  theological  discourse  to 
compete  with  science  as  an  "experimental,  empirical"  language. 
But  at  the  same  time  they  accept  the  premise  of  functional  analysis, 
stated  here  by  J.  B.  Coates,  that  "logic,  if  it  is  to  have  a  useful  bear- 
ing on  life,  must  provide  a  justification  for  many  of  the  ways  in 
which  men  actually  reason,  seeing  that  that  reason  cannot  be  en- 
tirely fallacious  as  it  serves  them  not  too  badly  in  numberless  situa- 
tions."^ 

The  logic  of  theological  speech  can  find  its  justification  in  doing 
a  different  job  from  that  of  the  logic  of  science.  As  Coates  puts  it, 
"there  are  other  positive  uses  of  a  belief  in  God  which  satisfy  deeply 
felt  needs  to-day  and  do  not  seem  to  those  who  find  benefit  from 
them  to  express  anything  superstitious  or  unreasonable."-  What  are 
these  "uses"  for  theistic  belief?  Coates  suggests  that  the  employment 
of  religious  phrases  helps  one  to  feel  "more  reassured  about  the 
world"  by  speaking  of  its  relations  to  "another  (better)  world"  and 
to  feel  more  "at  home"  in  this  world  by  speaking  of  it  as  "created 
by  a  loving  hand." 
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Coates,  like  many  others,  does  not  stop  to  inquire  in  what  respects 
one  is  made  to  feel  "at  home"  by  using  religious  language,  or  to 
explore  the  source  of  the  psychological  power  of  theistic  belief  once 
its  role  as  ofTering  quasi-scientific  "experimental"  statements  has 
been  disallowed.  More  is  needed;  and  much  of  the  most  creative 
work  in  contemporary  philosophy  of  religion  has  been  the  effort  to 
supply  this  "more." 

I 

Some  philosophers,  in  spelling  out  more  precisely  the  ways  in 
which  theological  language  functions,  have  emphasized  what  we 
may  call  (although  they  themselves  frequently  do  not)  "existential" 
uses.  All  men,  despite  their  many  differences,  find  themselves  in  a 
mode  of  existence  such  that  they  have  certain  fundamental  features 
in  common — man  is  in  an  "existential  situation"  which  he  did  not 
choose  but,  rather,  in  Heidegger's  metaphor,  was  "thrown"  into. 

A  central  fact  about  man's  inescapable  existential  situation  is 
that  every  individual  is  "one-who-must-die."  Another  is  that  each 
person  is  in  the  world  as  "one-who-is-finite."  It  is  against  the  back- 
ground of  such  features  of  man's  existential  situation,  some  philos- 
ophers point  out,  that  his  theological  affirmations  should  be  in- 
terpreted. 

D.  M.  MacKinnon  proposes  that  theological  claims  about  an 
"afterlife"  be  examined  more  in  terms  of  the  existential  discontent 
which  gives  rise  to  this  language  than  in  terms  of  any  alleged  de- 
scriptive content  the  word  may  have.  As  MacKinnon  admits,  the 
traditional  arguments  for  life-after-death  are  logically  "monstrous." 
"One  cannot,  if  one  is  honest,"  he  says,  "ignore  the  extent  to  which 
metaphysical  arguments,  like  those  concerning  immortality,  have 
gained  plausibility  from  a  refusal  to  attend  to  the  logic  of  our  lan- 
guage."^ Still,  such  arguments  are  important  to  the  analyst.  "For 
in  them,  surely,  so  much  ...  is  set  out,  albeit  indirectly,  of  the 
inwardness  of  the  person  whose  arguments  they  are."*  Language 
about  immortality  stems  from  a  deep  discontent — a  deep  affirmation 
which  comes  from  the  whole  man. 

To  put  it  very  crudely,  just  what  is  it  that  is  at  stake  for  a  person  in 
this  matter  of  immortality?  What  is  it  that  is  bothering  him?  Of  course, 
you  can  show  the  queerness,  the  confusedness  of  the  way  in  which  the 
bother  is  expressing  itself,  when  it  does  so  by  means  of  the  traditional 
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language  of  survival,  and  so  on.  You  can  discredit  this  means  of  expres- 
sion by  showing  the  logical  confusions  into  which  it  plunges:  but  does 
that  settle  the  perplexity,  the  issue  in  the  mind  of  the  bewildered  per- 


What  is  the  "bother"  which  MacKinnon  alleges  to  be  behind 
language  of  this  sort?  It  is  the  fact  that  death,  a  clinical  phenome- 
non, seems  to  have  the  last  word — the  last  laugh — on  human  life. 
Our  language  about  the  afterlife  has  the  real  function,  then,  not  of 

.  .  .  stretching  or  straining  after  inconceivable  states  of  being.  It  has 
rather  become  a  question  of  the  way  we  regard  the  term  of  human  life. 
Is  it  or  is  it  not  true  that  those  who  still  mouth  the  logical  vulgarities  of 
traditional  arguments  concerning  immortality  do  so  because  in  the  end 
they  just  cannot  allow  that  the  clinician  has  said  or  can  say  all  that  is 
to  be  significantly  said  about  death?^ 

Theological  talk  about  immortality  and  resurrection  is  not  cor- 
rectly to  be  understood  as  an  illicit  (and  unsuccessful)  "attempt  to 
gain  knowledge  of  fact  without  the  discipline  of  experiment  and 
reflective  analysis."  It  is,  we  might  say,  the  desperate  (for  some)  or 
the  confident  (for  others)  affirmation  by  "one-who-must-die"  that 
he  matters. 

Theological  language  not  only  allows  man  to  affirm  his  signifi- 
cance in  the  face  of  death  but  also  makes  possible  the  confident 
acceptance  of  his  existential  situation  as  "one-who-is-finite."  Philip 
Leon,  like  MacKinnon,  refuses  to  reduce  the  logic  of  theological 
discourse  to  that  of  science.  A  basic  difference  distinguishes  them: 
"Reflection  upon  this  difference  shows  us  that  the  unbeliever  does 
not  really  contradict  the  believer,  because  they  are  simply  using 
different  languages.  .  .  ."^  Scientific  statements  derive  their  mean- 
ing from  referring  to  things  and  events,  but  theological  statements 
function  entirely  within  the  existing  "theocentric  life."  One  learns 
the  real  meaning  of  the  latter  "by  an  examination  of  their  function, 
or  their  'cash  value,'  or  what  they  sum  up,  in  that  life."® 

Sentences  from  the  theological  vocabulary  like  "God  made  the 
world"  do  not  function,  then,  in  the  same  way  as  "Wren  made  St. 
Paul's."  On  the  contrary,  such  theological  expressions,  according  to 
Leon,  are 

.  .  .  not  logical  but  existential,  revelational,   or  inspirational;  .  .  .  they 
do  not  refer  to  God  as  a  cause  or  agent;  and  .  .  .  they  do  not  connect 
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with  him  any  particular  item  of  reahty  except  as  an  inseparable  element 
in  the  worshipper's  life  and  as  the  focus  of  inspiration.^ 

Through  them  man,  as  "one-who-is-finite,"  contemplates  the  con- 
text of  his  existence  in  the  world  and,  in  "wonder  or  awe,"  accepts 
it. 

The  analysis  of  theological  language  in  terms  of  its  "existential" 
function  undoubtedly  reveals  much  concerning  the  logic  of  its  use. 
Even  the  language  of  the  traditional  theistic  proofs  has  been  sub- 
jected to  interpretation  from  this  point  of  view,  with  interestingly 
novel  results:  "God  meets  me  in  my  present  situation,"  E.  L.  Allen 
declares,  "and  ...  all  my  arguments  about  Him  have  force  only 
as  they  admit  of  ...  an  existential  translation.  .  ,  ."^° 

But  pointing  out  an  "existential"  use,  where  primary  attention 
is  paid  to  "affirmative  attitudes"  or  to  vaguely  specified  "postures 
taken  towards  existence,"  does  not  seem  to  account  for  other  less 
rarefied  functions  of  theological  discourse.  Most  philosophers  of  lan- 
guage, rightly  or  wrongly,  suspect  the  presence  of  a  good  deal  of 
woolliness  in  "existential"  talk  wherever  found — a  woolliness  which 
can  be  avoided  only  by  more  careful  attention  to  specifics. 

II 

R.  B.  Braithwaite  and  others  are  quite  prepared  to  be  specific 
about  how  theological  language  functions.  If,  as  functional  analysis 
recognizes,  "the  meaning  of  any  statement  .  .  .  will  be  taken  as 
being  given  by  the  way  it  is  used,"^^  then  the  analysis  of  theological 
statements  must  rest  on  a  basis  of  "empirical  enquiry"  since,  Braith- 
waite says,  "a  statement  need  not  itself  be  empirically  verifiable, 
but  that  it  is  used  in  a  particular  way  is  always  a  straightforwardly 
empirical  proposition."^^  The  results  of  such  an  inquiry,  he  tells  us, 
show  that  "the  primary  element  in  this  use  is  that  the  religious 
assertion  is  used  as  a  moral  assertion. "^^ 

Those  who  accept  this  analysis  of  theological  language,  emphasiz- 
ing the  "ethical"  function  of  theological  speech,  are  not  intent — -as 
are  the  verificational  analysts — on  reducing  ethical  discourse  to  the 
mere  expressing  of  emotional  approval  or  disapproval.  Braithwaite 
agrees  that  this  "emotivist"  theory  of  ethical  language  does  account 
for  its  empirical  unverifiability;  but,  he  says,  the  most  important 
aspect  of  moral  utterances  is  ignored  on  the  verificationist's  ap- 
proach: ethical  statements  function  as  the  expression  of  an  intention 
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to  act  in  certain  ways  under  certain  circumstances.  Moral  discourse 
is  conative  rather  than  purely  emotive;  when  one  makes  an  ethical 
assertion  one  is  in  fact  "subscribing  to  a  policy  of  action,"  one  is 
engaging  in  an  act  of  "self-commitment"  to  a  general  pattern  of 
behavior.  The  theist  might  well  object,  Braithwaite  sees,  to  an  an- 
alysis of  his  language  which  equates  it  with  ethical  language  treated 
as  merely  emotive. 

This  objection,  however,  does  not  seem  to  me  to  apply  to  treating  re- 
ligious assertions  in  the  conative  way  in  which  recent  moral  philosophers 
have  treated  moral  statements — as  being  primarily  declarations  of  ad- 
herence to  a  policy  of  action,  declarations  of  commitment  to  a  way  of 
life.i* 

Quite  the  contrary,  this  analysis  of  theological  assertions  directly 
supports  the  theist's  constant  insistence  that  Christian  doctrine  must 
spring  from  and  encourage  the  life  of  the  Christian  community. 

What  is  the  essential  function  of  Christian  discourse,  then,  if  its 
meaning  is  essentially  that  of  ethical  language  dedicating  the  user 
to  a  certain  course  of  action?  This  is  a  complex  question,  but  Braith- 
waite suggests  that  the  typical  meaning  of  the  language  of  Chris- 
tianity is  found  in  "claiming  intentions  to  follow  an  agapeistic  way 
of  life.  .  .  ."^^  An  "agapeistic"  ethic  is  one  which  demands  not 
only  overt  actions  of  agape  (other-centered  charity)  modeled  after 
the  life  of  Christ  but  also — more  difficult  yet — the  commitment  of 
the  very  feelings  and  emotional  attitudes  of  the  Christian. 

Because  of  this  dual  demand  on  one  who  has  committed  himself 
to  an  agapeistic  ethic  by  sincerely  using  Christian  phrases,  the  lan- 
guage of  theistic  doctrine  must  involve  a  second,  ethically  support- 
ing, function.  It  is  in  the  form  of  particular  "stories,"  the  function 
of  which  is  to  give  psychological  strength  in  times  of  weakness  or 
temptation  and  to  evoke  the  proper  ethical  attitudes.  The  stories 
peculiar  to  the  different  religions  distinguish  the  various  faiths  from 
one  another  even  where  there  is  no  difference  in  ethical  commit- 
ment; but  the  story-language  alone  is  not  fully  religious  language 
(this  would  be  indistinguishable  from  the  mythical  or  fictional  or 
historical  uses  of  language),  since  reading  about  (and  appreciating) 
the  Buddha  does  not  inevitably  make  one  a  Buddhist,  and  reading 
about  the  Christ  is  a  different  thing  from  being  a  Christian.  Only 
the  combination   of  psychologically  effective   stories    (whether  or 
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not  they  are  believed  as  "literally  true"  makes  no  difference,  Braith- 
waite  holds,  as  long  as  their  causal  power  is  unimpaired)  with  a 
commitment  of  the  self  to  a  policy  of  life  associated  with  these 
stories  constitutes  genuinely  theological  language. 

In  making  this  analysis  of  the  use  of  theological  language  Braith- 
waite  has  offered  another  justification  for  it,  because  ethical  systems 
— vitally  important  to  the  quality  of  our  social  existence — are  no- 
toriously difficult  to  follow  in  practice.  If  religious  language  has 
been  found  to  have  an  important  role  to  play  in  the  support  of 
ethical  programs  both  by  encouraging  men  to  make  common  com- 
mitments to  a  way  of  life  and  by  strengthening  them  in  the  carry- 
ing out  of  these  commitments,  then  it  is  a  most  important  and  most 
legitimate  sort  of  speech.  Braithwaite's  analysis,  he  hopes,  has  also 
revealed  the  importance  of  our  employing  the  right  religious  lan- 
guage, in  as  much  as  great  practical  consequences  spring  from  one's 
choice  of  ethical  commitment.  Ultimately,  of  course,  personal  de- 
cision must  determine  the  sort  of  commitment,  and  thus  the  kind 
of  language,  which  we  employ;  but  in  preparing  to  make  that  de- 
cision the  relevance  of  rational  and  empirical  discussion  is  far 
greater  than  we  might  expect.  Our  religion  will  reflect  our  practical 
aims  and  our  social  aspirations;  religious  language  is  intimately 
connected  to  our  commitment  to  conduct,  and  therefore,  "in  con- 
sidering what  conduct  to  intend  to  practise,  it  is  highly  relevant 
whether  or  not  the  consequences  of  practising  that  conduct  are 
such  as  one  would  intend  to  secure. "^*^ 

E.  L.  Mascall  says  of  Braithwaite's  analysis  in  his  polemical  little 
book  Words  and  Images  that  it  is  "surely  very  much  less  than  the 
truth."  He  objects  in  particular  to  Braithwaite's  supposition  that 
Christianity  could  be  content  with  his  conative  view  of  theological 
language.  The  essentials  of  Christian  belief  are  not  rigidly  defined, 
Mascall  admits,  but  "it  is  surely  undeniable  that  Christianity  de- 
mands personal  commitment  not  to  a  personal  way  of  life  (what- 
ever that  extremely  vague  phrase  may  mean),  but  to  the  concrete 
historical  person  Jesus  of  Nazareth."^' 

This,  however,  is  just  what  Braithwaite's  avowed  principles  ^\■ill  not 
allow  him  to  say,  whatever  may  be  the  implications  of  his  religious  prac- 
tices. For  to  say  this  would  be  to  imply  that  some  at  least  of  the  Gospel 
stories  were  factually  true,  and  indeed  that  the  person  of  whom  they  tell 
is  still  aliv'p  "nd  can  be  met  with  today.^^ 


THE    FAMILIAR    FUNCTIONS    OF    THEOLOGICAL    DISCOURSE  127 

It  is  possible  to  agree  with  Mascall  that  traditional  Christianity 
is  incompatible  with  Braithwaite's  interpretation  of  the  function  of 
theological  language  if  this  interpretation  is  taken  as  exhaustive  and 
complete,  and  still  to  feel  that  Mascall's  criticism  is  beside  the  point. 
In  the  first  place  it  is  not  easy  to  see  how  commitment  to  a  "con- 
crete historical  person"  necessarily  "implies"  that  this  person  is 
"still  alive"  or  that  he  "can  be  met  with  today."  No  doubt  com- 
mitment to  a  concrete  historical  person  (whatever  that  extremely 
vague  phrase  may  mean)  does  entail  belief  that  such  a  person 
existed.  Some  "stories"  about  the  person  would  need  to  be  con- 
sidered true.  But  the  stories  which  attributed  supernatural  powers 
or  status  to  this  concrete  person  might  not  be  among  the  group  of 
stories  so  considered.  Among  liberal  Christians  they  often  have  not 
been.  One's  commitment  might  be  to  a  concrete  person  now  held 
in  reverent  memory.  Second,  what,  specifically,  is  meant  by  "com- 
mitment to  Jesus  Christ  as  a  concrete  historical  person"?  Is  not 
the  understanding  of  the  phrase  intimately  bound  up  with  subscrip- 
tion to  an  agapeistic  way  of  life?  Can  Mascall  explicate  its  meaning 
without  relying  on  what  Braithwaite  would  call  a  conative  theory 
and  without  mentioning  "agape"?  Was  it  not  Christ  himself  who 
is  reported  to  have  said  (in  one  of  the  "stories"  of  Christianity), 
"Ye  are  my  disciples  if  ye  do  the  things  I  command  .  .  ."?  Finally, 
the  analysis  of  theological  speech  in  terms  of  "ethical"  functions  is 
not  to  be  judged,  as  Mascall  seems  to  suppose,  solely  on  the  basis  of 
its  compatibility  with  traditional  Christian  theism;  the  interpreta- 
tion of  the  significance  of  Christian  theism  awaits  an  adequate  an- 
alysis of  theological  discourse. 

Christianity  as  normally  understood,  however,  is  not  explicated 
without  distortion  by  Braithwaite's  techniques.  Mascall  is  on  firm 
ground  here.  Ronald  Hepburn,  too,  finds  Braithwaite  guilty  of  at- 
tempting to  gloss  over  the  difference  between  traditional  Christian 
faith  and  the  findings  of  modern  philosophy.  Hepburn,  whose  own 
views  are  in  some  respects  a  refinement  of  Braithwaite's  position, 
recognizes  the  incompatibility  of  his  philosophical  conclusions  with 
traditional  Christian  belief — and  boldly  rejects  Christianity. 

What  is  validly  religious  about  Christianity,  however,  is  well  ex- 
pressed, he  believes,  by  reference  to  the  "fortifying  of  morality  by 
parable."  But  at  two  points  Hepburn  goes  beyond  Braithwaite  in 
defining  more  specifically  what  kind  of  ethical  commitment  is  char- 
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acteristically  "religious."  Like  Braithwaite,  Hepburn  contends  that 

.  .  .  the  believer  commits  himself  to  a  pattern  of  ethical  behaviour.  This 
way  of  life  is  simply  decided  for  as  an  ultimate  moral  choice:  empirical 
facts  will  be  relevant  to  his  choice,  but  he  can  derive  his  decision  from 
no  facts  whatever,  not  even  from  commands  of  God,  should  he  beUeve 
in  a  God.i^ 

But  whereas  Braithwaite  is  content  to  refer  vaguely  to  "stories"  as 
supporting  this  commitment,  Hepburn  requires  the  "stories"  (or 
"parables,"  as  he  calls  them)  both  to  be  "tightly  cohering"  and  to 
be  of  a  type  "that  vividly  expresses  the  way  of  life  chosen"  while  it 
psychologically  "inspires  the  believer  to  implement  it  in  practice." 
Beyond  this,  and  perhaps  most  important  of  all,  Hepburn  insists 
that  the  "parable"  must  not  be  partial  or  trivial.  "The  parable  and 
its  associated  pattern  of  behaviour  legislate  not  for  any  fraction  of 
the  believer's  life,  but  for  every  aspect  of  it.  It  commands  his  su- 
preme loyalty  and  determines  his  total  imaginative  vision  of  nature 
and  man."-° 

Hepburn  defends  his  view  that  these  criteria  are  sufficient  for 
defining  religion  by  showing  that  he  has  in  no  way  eliminated  the 
possibility  of  fellowship  in  shared  parables,  that  he  is  not  committed 
to  a  life  of  immorality  or  to  a  view  of  the  universe  as  "hostile"  just 
because  he  has  rejected  the  Christian  faith,  that  his  understanding 
of  religion  permits  growth  and  a  sense  of  spiritual  "pilgrimage," 
that  his  possible  range  of  inspiring  parables  is  far  richer  than  that 
offered  by  any  particular  historic  religion,  and  that  "in  so  far  as  a 
story  or  parable  delineates  a  way  of  life  that  we  judge  to  be  valu- 
able, it  is  not  of  paramount  importance  whether  or  not  the  stor\' 
or  parable  is  historically  true.  It  can  do  its  job  equally  well  if 
fictitious;  sometimes  better."'^ 

Hepburn's  final  point,  fundamental  to  all  theories  which  would 
find  an  adequate  interpretation  of  theological  discourse  in  its  "ethi- 
cal" function,  must  seriously  be  questioned.  A.  C.  Ewing,  for  ex- 
ample, points  out  that  both  emoti\'ist  and  conativist  interpretations 
of  theism  sacrifice  the  element  which  alone  gives  power  to  an  emo- 
tion or  justifies  a  policy  of  action — the  element  of  belief.  "Emotion 
.  .  .  requires  some  objective  belief,  true  or  false,  about  the  real  to 
support  it  for  long.  .  .  ."--  In  so  far  as  fictitious  stories  are  influ- 
ential it  is  because  they  succeed  in  pointing  up  "factors  present  in 
real  life."  The  "stories"  of  religion  deal  with  those  thinsfs  which  a 
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person  considers  to  be  most  important,  and  "it  is  difficult  to  see 
how  they  could  long  survive  the  thorough  conviction  that  these  .  .  . 
could  not  possibly  be  true."^^  C.  H.  Whitely,  again,  ofTers  an  ex- 
ample to  illustrate  the  importance  of  belief,  whether  or  not  belief 
happens  to  be  true. 

Let  us  suppose,  what  must  sometimes  be  the  case,  that  the  whole  bene- 
fit a  neurotic  derives  from  his  visit  to  a  psychiatrist  arises  from  the  fact 
that  on  the  psychiatrist's  couch,  and  nowhere  else,  he  is  able  to  relax 
and  unburden  his  mind  of  its  anxieties.  Then  it  would  be  true  that  he 
would  be  equally  benefited  if  the  psychiatrist  was  an  ignoramus,  or  was 
not  listening,  or  even  was  not  there  at  all.  But  it  would  not  be  true  that 
he  would  be  equally,  or  at  all,  benefited  if  he  believed  that  the  psychiatrist 
was  an  ignoramus,  or  not  listening,  or  not  there.^* 

R.  M.  Hare,  in  a  chapter  entitled  "Religion  and  Morals"  (one 
of  the  ablest  recent  analyses  of  the  intertwined  languages  of  ethics 
and  theology),  agrees  that  while  theological  speech  has  an  impor- 
tant moral  component  the  ethical  function  is  not  the  distinctive 
function  of  theological  statements.  "The  moral  judgments,  as  we 
may  say,  arise  out  of  the  religious  belief;  they  do  not  constitute  it."^^ 
What  is  distinctive  about  theological  assertions  is  the  belief-content, 
then;  or,  to  be  more  precise,  it  is  to  be  found  in  what  is  believed. 
This  content  of  belief  is  distinctive,  to  Hare,  because  although  it 
is  similar  to  ordinary  factual  belief  in  some  respects,  it  is  radically 
different  from  such  factual  belief  in  others.  Let  us  turn  from  the 
popular  but  incomplete  analysis  of  theological  language  in  its  ethical 
function,  then,  to  Hare's  view  of  theological  discourse  as  having  a 
use  that  is  primarily  "quasi-factual." 

Ill 

Theological  statements  appear  at  one  level  of  analysis  to  be  used 
in  the  straightforward  assertion  of  fact.  The  sentence  "Jesus  is  the 
Son  of  God"  has  what  looks  like  the  status  of  factual  belief  in 
Christian  practice.  Just  as  one  often  changes  his  views  as  to  how 
he  ought  to  behave  in  certain  circumstances  in  the  light  of  changed 
beliefs  about  the  facts  of  the  case,  so  (Hare  points  out) 

St.  Paul  thought  that  he  ought  to  stop  persecuting  Christians  because  he 
had  changed  his  belief  about  a  specifically  religious  matter  which  was 
not  itself  a  matter  of  how  one  ought  to  behave,  but  more  like  a  matter 
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of  fact;  he  had  come  to  beheve  that  Jesus  was  the  Christ,  the  Son  of 
God.^e 

This  "factual"  statement,  however,  is  not  stating  what  we  nor- 
mally consider  a  fact  at  all.  It  is  not  merely  equivalent  to  all  the 
factual  assertions  which  could  be  made  truthfully  about  Jesus  of 
Nazareth.  Many  of  the  disciples'  contemporaries  knew  all  the  facts 
about  Jesus — his  teachings,  his  healings,  and  so  on — but  refused  to 
declare,  with  St.  Peter,  "Thou  art  the  Christ!"  For  those  who  chose 
to  adopt  them,  alternative  interpretations  of  all  the  facts  about 
Jesus  were  available.  Did  he  claim  a  special  relationship  to  God? 
He  was  an  impostor  and  a  liar.  Did  he  perform  miracles?  He  was 
an  agent  of  Beelzebub.  When  two  persons  can  agree  on  all  the  facts 
and  still  differ  on  whether  they  should  say  "Jesus  is  the  Christ,  the 
Son  of  God,"  then  their  disagreement  is  not  a  factual  one;  it  is  a 
conflict  in  attitudes,  and  attitudes,  of  course,  are  intimately  bound 
up  with  "policies  of  action." 

Here  is  the  uniqueness  of  theological  discourse,  then,  which  marks 
it  off  from  ethical  language  on  the  one  hand  and  factual-scientific 
language  on  the  other.  "If  we  take  religious  language  as  a  whole, 
it  is  too  factual  to  be  called  specifically  moral,  and  yet  too  closely 
bound  up  with  our  conduct  to  be  called  in  the  ordinary  sense  fac- 
tual."^^  But  the  "quasi-factual"  function  of  theological  statements 
differs  even  from  all  other  evaluative  discourse  (for  example,  the 
language  of  aesthetics)  by  virtue  of  the  kind  of  attitude  which 
theism  springs  from  and  engenders.  Here  Hepburn's  insight  is  re- 
tained that  religion  has  essentially  to  do  with  what  is  overwhelm- 
ingly important  to  one — one's  "ultimate  concern,"  in  Paul  Tillich's 
phrase — and  Hare  puts  it : 

.  .  .  the  facts  that  religious  discourse  deals  with  are  perfectly  ordinary 
empirical  facts  like  what  happens  when  you  pray;  but  we  are  tempted  to 
call  them  supernatural  facts  because  our  whole  way  of  living  is  organized 
round  them;  they  have  for  us  value,  relevance,  importance,  which  they 
would  not  have  if  we  were  atheists.^^ 

Still,  Hare  warns,  no  facts,  however  "ordinary,"  can  be  known 
apart  from  the  active  discriminating  power  of  our  minds  or  inde- 
pendent of  our  dispositions  to  accept  criteria  for  distinguishing 
"facts"  from  "illusions."  Some  attitude,  like  religious  attitudes, 
must  be  logically  prior  to  any  facts,  since  "there  is  no  distinction 
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between  fact  and  illusion  for  a  person  who  does  not  take  up  a  cer- 
tain attitude  to  the  world."^^  Now  we  understand  more  fully  Hare's 
concept,  mentioned  earlier,  of  a  blik;  and  we  see  its  relevance  to  a 
fuller  analysis  of  the  possibility  of  knowledge.  All  knowledge  de- 
pends on  attitudes  and  dispositions  which  transcend  the  particular 
"facts"  made  possible  by  them.  "The  facts"  cannot  disprove  such 
ultimate  categories  of  thought,  because  what  we  are  willing  to  recog- 
nize as  a  "fact"  is  relative  to  the  ultimate  category,  or  blik.  If  re- 
ligious quasi-factual  statements  have  a  large  attitudinal  component, 
they  are  at  least  not  in  bad  company  nor  do  they  function  less  im- 
portantly than  "ordinary  factual"  statements.  Hare  concludes  "very 
tentatively" : 

Now  Christians  believe  that  God  created  the  world  out  of  chaos,  or 
out  of  nothing,  in  the  sense  of  no  thing.  ...  Is  it  possible  that  this  is 
our  way  of  expressing  the  truth  that  without  belief  in  a  divine  order — a 
belief  expressed  in  other  terms  by  means  of  worshipping  assent  to  princi- 
ples for  discriminating  between  fact  and  illusion — there  could  be  no 
belief  in  matters  of  fact  or  in  real  objects?  Certainly  it  is  salutary  to 
recognize  that  even  our  belief  in  so-called  hard  facts  rests  in  the  end  on 
a  faith,  a  commitment,  which  is  not  in  or  to  facts,  but  in  that  without 
which  there  would  not  be  any  facts.^" 

It  seems  most  unlikely  that  many  theists  will  agree  with  Hare 
that  their  statements  about  a  "divine  order"  are  equivalent  to  state- 
ments made  in  a  worshipful  attitude  about  the  epistemological 
importance  of  bliks,  but  all  will  be  grateful  for  his  penetrating 
analysis  of  the  ways  in  which  theological  statements  are  like — and 
unlike — factual  assertions,  for  his  timely  reaffirmation  of  the  im- 
portant role  of  belief-plus-attitude  in  theological  language,  and  for 
his  insistence  on  the  fundamental  importance  of  religious  attitude- 
beliefs  for  life  and  knowledge. 

IV 

Hare  shows  that  Christians  and  non-Christians  are  not,  strictly 
speaking,  disputing  over  facts  when  they  argue  over  the  nature  of 
Christ.  But  Professor  John  Wisdom,  who  agrees  that  no  "facts"  in 
the  sense  of  predictions  are  at  issue  between  the  theist  and  the 
atheist,  points  out  a  more  subtle  way  in  which  "the  facts"  may 
figure  in  theological  dispute.  In  Wisdom's  analysis,  theological  dis- 
course has  an  "attention-directing"  function  which  is  too  frequently 
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overlooked  by  those  who  suppose  that  "the  facts"  are  entirely 
"given." 

Fundamental  for  Wisdom  is  the  recognition  that  "it  is  possible 
to  have  before  one's  eyes  all  the  items  of  a  pattern  and  still  to  miss 
the  pattern. "^^  Just  as  important  as  having  all  the  facts  before  one 
and  having  some  attitude  toward  these  facts  (two  aspects  distin- 
guished by  Hare)  is  noticing  the  patterns  composed  by  the  facts. 
As  Wisdom  notes : 

"A  difference  as  to  the  facts,"  "a  discovery,"  "a  revelation,"  these 
phrases  cover  many  things.  Discoveries  have  been  made  not  only  by 
Christopher  Columbus  and  Pasteur,  but  also  by  Tolstoy  and  Dostoievsky 
and  Freud.  Things  are  revealed  to  us  not  only  by  the  scientists  with 
microscopes,  but  also  by  the  poets,  the  prophets,  and  the  painters.  What 
is  so  isn't  merely  a  matter  of  "the  facts."^^ 

It  is  in  this  connection  that  Wisdom  offers  his  famous  parable 
of  the  two  gardeners  (made  use  of  by  Antony  Flew,  as  we  noticed 
earlier,  with  the  technique  of  verificational  analysis).  Wisdom,  at 
the  start,  uses  his  parable  to  illustrate  the  unfalsifiable  (and  there- 
fore non-experimental)  nature  of  a  belief  in  "an  absolutely  unde- 
tectable gardener."  When  all  the  facts  and  probable  facts  are 
entirely  agreed  upon,  one  man  continues  to  say,  "There  is  no 
gardener,"  while  the  other  insists,  "There  is  a  gardener,  though  he 
is  manifested  only  in  the  facts  upon  which  we  agree";  then  "with 
this  difference  in  what  they  say  about  the  gardener  goes  a  difference 
in  how  they  feel  towards  the  garden,  in  spite  of  the  fact  that  neither 
expects  anything  of  it  which  the  other  does  not  expect."^^ 

But  while  Flew  is  content  to  rest  his  case  against  theological  dis- 
course (so  similar  to  the  language  about  the  garden)  on  the  dis- 
covery of  its  unfalsifiable  character,  Wisdom  uses  his  parable  as  a 
starting-point  from  which  to  learn  what,  if  it  is  not  experimental, 
the  logic  of  theological  discourse  can  be.  Perhaps  a  great  deal  of  the 
difference  between  theists  and  atheists  can  be  put  down  to  a  matter 
of  mere  feelings,  he  says,  but  it  is  sheer  distortion  to  suppose  that 
all  difference  is  attitudinal  and  non-cognitive  (and  therefore  "stat- 
ing nothing" ) .  On  the  contrary, 

,  .  .  the  disputants  speak  as  if  they  are  concerned  with  a  matter  of  sci- 
entific fact,  or  of  trans-sensual,  trans-scientific  and  metaphysical  fact,  but 
still  of  fact  and  still  a  matter  about  which  reasons  for  and  against  mav  be 
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offered,  although  no  scientific  reasons  in  the  sense  of  field  surveys  for 
fossils  or  experiments  on  delinquents  are  to  the  point. ^* 

The  function  of  theological  discourse,  Wisdom  concludes,  is  to 
direct  our  attention  to  patterns  in  "the  facts."  Just  because  we  recog- 
nize that  theological  claims  are  not  open  to  the  logic  of  experimental 
science, 

.  .  .  we  must  not  forthwith  assume  that  there  is  no  right  and  wrong 
about  it,  no  rationality  or  irrationality,  no  appropriateness  or  inappropri- 
ateness,  no  procedure  which  tends  to  settle  it,  nor  even  that  this  procedure 
is  in  no  sense  a  discovery  of  new  facts.^^ 

As  Wisdom  puts  it  in  terms  of  his  parable, 

Our  two  gardeners  even  when  they  had  reached  the  stage  when  neither 
expected  any  experimental  result  which  the  other  did  not,  might  yet  have 
continued  the  dispute,  each  presenting  and  re-presenting  the  features  of 
the  garden  favouring  his  hypothesis,  that  is,  fitting  his  model  for  describ- 
ing the  accepted  fact;  each  emphasizing  the  pattern  he  wishes  to  empha- 
size.^^ 

In  like  manner,  techniques  for  arguing  meaningfully  about  theo- 
logical issues  are  techniques  of  pointing  up  features  in  the  facts 
which  may  not  have  been  noticed,  taking  attention  away  from  fea- 
tures which  obscure  the  pattern  one  finds.  Here  the  language  we 
employ,  including  our  choice  of  similes  and  metaphors,  our  stock 
of  concepts  generally,  is  of  the  essence.  An  apt  choice  of  language 
may  direct  attention  to  a  pattern  which  had  been  "seen"  but  not 
"noticed";  misuse  of  language  may  blur  and  distort  and  prevent 
the  pattern  from  being  noticed.  "The  question  'What's  in  a  name?' 
is  engaging,"  Wisdom  says,  "because  we  are  inclined  to  answer  both 
'Nothing'  and  'Very  much.'  "  And  as  we  can  now  see,  "this  'Very 
much'  has  more  than  one  source."^^ 

It  may  be  that  no  practical  difference  will  result  from  using  one 
kind  of  language  rather  than  another,  but,  as  Wisdom  has  pointed 
out,  there  are  other  kinds  of  important  differences  than  practical 
ones.  "New  knowledge  made  it  necessary  either  to  give  up  saying 
'The  sun  is  sinking'  or  to  give  the  words  a  new  meaning."  In  some 
cases  old  locutions  offer  more  depth  of  insight  than  modern  para- 
phrases. Psychology  in  our  day  has  revealed  new  depths  of  person- 
ality, new  "facts,"  which  were  not  suspected  by  any  but  the  religious. 
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Such  discoveries  remind  us  forcefully  of  the  stress  which  theism  has 
traditionally  placed  on  the  "Kingdom  within."  May  there  not  be 
good  reason  to  continue  to  use  the  concepts  of  religion  which  direct 
our  attention  to  facts  that  might  otherwise  go  unnoticed?  May  we 
not  honor  the  language  of  Elijah,  who  "found  that  God  was  not 
in  the  wind,  nor  in  the  thunder,  but  in  a  still  small  voice"? 

In  these  ways,  therefore,  Wisdom  would  urge  that  the  language 
of  theology  is  related  to  "the  facts."  No  strict  experimental  relation 
is  tenable,  but  this  does  not  reduce  the  status  of  theological  speech 
to  "merely  emotive"  burblings.  Attitudes  play  an  important  role 
but  do  not  function  as  the  whole  motivating  force  behind  religious 
statements.  The  functions  of  theological  discourse  are  complex. 

And  though  we  shall  need  to  emphasize  how  much  "There  is  a  God"' 
evinces  an  attitude  to  the  familiar  we  shall  find  in  the  end  that  it  also 
evinces  some  recognition  of  patterns  in  time  easily  missed  and  that,  there- 
fore, difference  as  to  there  being  any  gods  is  in  part  a  difTerence  as  to 
what  is  so  and  therefore  as  to  the  facts,  though  not  in  the  simple  ways 
which  first  occurred  to  us.^^ 

The  accounts  of  the  uses  of  theological  discourse  which  we  have 
examined  in  this  chapter  have  increased  in  complexity.  From  the 
simple  suggestion  that  the  function  of  theological  speech  is  to  "re- 
assure," through  the  more  highly  developed  "existential,"  "ethical," 
and  "quasi-factual"  views  to  the  subtle  interweaving  of  several 
functions  in  the  "attention-directing"  interpretation,  the  sincere 
attempt  has  been  made  to  appreciate  realistically  the  essential  use 
or  uses  of  theological  language. 

But  despite  differences,  the  foregoing  analyses  have  been  alike  in 
one  major  respect:  they  have  all  sought  to  understand  the  logic  of 
theological  discourse  exhaustively  in  terms  of  functions  which  lan- 
guage may  serve  outside  the  strictly  theological  context.  Many  non- 
religious  uses  of  language  may  "reassure"  one  or  make  one  feel  "at 
home"  in  the  world.  What,  we  still  want  to  know,  is  the  distinguish- 
ing characteristic  of  the  kind  of  "reassurance"  derived  from  singing 
"This  is  my  Father's  world"?  Existential  affirmations,  again,  need 
not  be  theistic  in  character.  What  is  the  difTerence  between  affirm- 
ing one's  situation  in  existence  by  means  of  theological  language, 
with  Marcel,  and  by  means  of  self-consciously  atheistic  language, 
with  Sartre?  Ethical  language,  as  we  have  seen,  is  intimately  related 
but  not  identical  to  theological  language — even  with  the  addition 
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of  "stories"  taken  as  psychological  strengthening-medicine.  The 
"quasi-factual"  function  of  language  is  discovered  to  be  none  other 
than  the  non-descriptive  evaluative  function  of  the  language  of 
morals  and  aesthetics  raised  to  a  new  pitch  of  importance.  And 
language  is  used  in  its  "attention-directing"  role,  Wisdom  insists, 
not  merely  in  theological  but  also  in  aesthetic  and  other  discussions. 
What  is  distinctive  about  theological  language  is  briefly  treated,  if 
at  all. 

It  may,  of  course,  be  true  that  there  is  in  fact  nothing  distinctive 
about  the  logic  of  theological  discourse,  that  it  is  a  special  form  of 
another  kind  of  language  like  that  of  ethics  or  aesthetics — or  a 
combination  of  several  of  these  languages.  Many  would  claim  that 
the  best  possible  justification  for  theological  language  would  be  to 
show  this  to  be  the  case.  But  other  contemporary  philosophical 
voices  have  been  raised  to  insist  that  there  is  more  which  is  distinc- 
tive to  theological  discourse  than  the  unaccountable  appearance 
within  it  of  the  three-letter  word  "God."  Otherwise,  they  point  out, 
it  would  be  difficult  to  see  why  theists  themselves  claim  that  there 
is  a  fundamental  difference  between  their  assertions  and  the  words 
of  poetry  or  the  exhortations  of  ethics. 


11 


THE  UNIQUE  FUNCTIONS  OF 
THEOLOGICAL  DISCOURSE 


THOSE  WHO  ARE  unconvinced  by  the  attempts  to  show  theological 
discourse  to  be  somehow  a  misuse  of  language,  and  yet  who  are 
unready  to  allow  theism  to  be  interpreted  exhaustively  in  terms 
other  than  distinctively  theistic,  must  bear  the  burden  of  showing 
that  theological  language  has  a  unique  use  in  addition  to  (or  in- 
stead of)  the  functions  which  we  examined  in  the  last  chapter. 
Various  suggested  candidates  for  this  unique  function  demand  our 
attention. 

I 

A  popular  method  intended  to  isolate  the  unique  logic  of  theo- 
logical discourse  has  been  to  speak  of  the  "worshipful"  function  of 
theological  speech.  We  have  already  seen  the  beginnings  of  such  an 
analysis  in  R.  M.  Hare's  discussion  of  the  "quasi-factual"  function 
of  theological  statements  where  he  distinguishes  the  type  of  attitude 
characteristic  of  religion  as  "worshiping"  assent. 

J.  J.  C.  Smart  and  E.  L.  Allen  have  advanced  this  analysis  further 
by  claiming  to  show  that  the  essential  use  given  to  theological  lan- 
guage— even  apparently  discursive  language  like  the  language  of 
theistic  proofs — is  really  "worshipful."  Allen  suggests  that  the  secret 
of  the  vitality  of  the  often  refuted  ontological  argument  is  its  em- 
ployment in  a  "worshipful"  act  where  the  mind  is  flooded  with 
religious  apprehension.^  Smart  offers  a  similar  treatment  of  the 
cosmological  and  teleological  arguments.  The  cosmological  argu- 
ment reflects  the  "necessity"  of  God,  but  not  a  "necessity"  of  the 

I -,6 
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kind  traditionally  supposed,  because  "it  is  not  a  logical  necessity 
that  God  exists.  But  it  would  clearly  upset  the  structure  of  our 
religious  attitudes  in  the  most  violent  way  if  we  denied  it  or  even 
entertained  the  possibility  of  its  falsehood."^  Similarly,  the  teleologi- 
cal  argument  is  relevant  to  religious  attitudes  of  worship,  according 
to  Smart.  It  points  to  facts  about  the  grandeur  and  majesty  of  the 
universe  which  have  a  "powerful  effect"  on  the  mind  capable  of 
feeling  "the  religious  type  of  awe."  "That  is,  the  argument  from 
design  is  in  reality  no  argument  .  .  .  but  it  is  a  potent  instrument 
in  heightening  religious  emotions."^ 

It  will  be  apparent,  however,  that  as  an  attempt  at  isolating 
some  uniquely  religious  factor  inherent  in  theological  discourse  the 
approach  is  of  little  help.  Our  understanding  is  hardly  advanced 
by  being  told  that  "religious"  apprehension,  "religious"  emotions, 
or  "religious"  awe  is  at  stake.  We  should  previously  need  to  under- 
stand what  is  characteristic  of  religion  if  such  labels  are  to  be  useful 
to  us.  Before  we  are  benefited  by  being  told  that  theological  state- 
ments serve  a  "worshipful"  function,  we  must  understand  what  it 
is  to  worship. 

Hare,  it  may  be  recalled,  attempts  to  explain  the  nature  of  wor- 
ship in  terms  of  personal  evaluations  of  supreme  importance,  re- 
minding us,  perhaps  unintentionally,  of  Paul  Tillich's  definition  of 
religion  as  "ultimate  concern."  Hare  recognizes,  however,  that  some 
evaluations  of  supreme  importance  may  be  directed  toward  objects 
which,  nevertheless,  are  not  "worthy  objects  of  worship."  He  hopes 
to  clarify  his  position  by  specifying  that  "worship"  is  offered  only 
to  realities  considered  to  be  "personal,"  but  ends  (as  he  himself 
suspects)  by  setting  up  the  tautology  "if  object  of  worship,  then 
'personal' " — explaining  neither  the  logic  of  his  new  key  term, 
"personal,"  nor  the  manner  in  which  such  "worshipful"  evaluations 
are  manifested  if  they  ever  occur. 

II 

Willem  Zuurdeeg  attempts  to  supply  a  full  description  of  the 
uniquely  theological  logic  that  is  only  named  by  calling  it  "religious" 
or  "worshipful."  The  gist  of  his  elaborate  treatment  of  this  question 
in  An  Analytical  Philosophy  of  Religion  is  that  theological  language 
is  not  "indicative"  (referring  to  the  empirical  world)  nor  "analyti- 
cal"  (relating  definitions  to  one  another)  but  "convictional."  Con- 
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victional  language,  says  Zuurdeeg,  refers  to  "reality";  but  it  is  not 
possible  or  desirable  to  raise  the  question  of  whether  or  not  this 
reference  is  veridical. 

Both  convictional  and  indicative  languages  refer  to  "reality."  Here  lies 
a  crucial  problem.  The  assertion  that  both  languages  refer  to  "reality" 
does  not  imply  any  judgment  on  the  part  of  the  analytical  philosopher 
about  the  nature  of  these  "realities,"  for  example,  as  to  whether  or  not 
they  are  illusionary.  It  is  not  the  analytical  philosopher's  business  to  de- 
cide whether  the  reality  meant  in  a  certain  language  is  "really"  there  or 
not.  The  only  thing  he  can  do  is  to  notice  that  if  human  beings  speak 
either  indicative  or  convictional  language  they  refer  to  something  which  is 
"real"  for  them.''' 

Convictional  language,  furthermore,  refers  to  "all  the  reality 
there  is,"  not  just  to  some  aspect  of  reality  as  does  the  indicati\e 
language  of  the  sciences.  Consequently,  convictional  language  has 
far  deeper  roots  in  the  personalities  of  its  employers  than  less  totali- 
tarian forms  of  discourse.  More  accurately,  convictional  language 
is  the  person  who  speaks.  "Man-who-speaks,"  homo  loquens,  does 
not  merely  use  convictional  language  as  he  would  use — and  discard 
— a  tool;  he  is  totally  involved  in  his  convictions  and  therefore  is 
his  convictions.  Religious  language,  what  I  have  called  the  language 
of  living  faith,  is  such  convictional  language,  for  Zuurdeeg;  the 
language  of  systematic  theology,  on  the  other  hand,  is  convictional 
language  employed  (not  merely  "used")  to  give  an  account  of  life 
which  "makes  sense." 

Thus  equipped,  Zuurdeeg  feels  able  to  distinguish  the  precise 
place  of  religious  and  systematic  forms  of  theological  speech.  Re- 
ligious language  and  moral  language  are  both  convictional  lan- 
guages, but  religious  language  differs  from  moral  language  by 
referring  "in  the  first  place  to  the  meaning  of  the  AU"^  rather  than 
primarily  to  evaluations  of  human  behavior.  The  difference  between 
the  language  of  systematic  theolog)'  and  metaphysical  discourse 
(both  "employ-languages")  lies  in  the  fact  that  systematic  language, 
like  the  language  of  living  faith  and  ethics,  does  not  deny  that  it 
is  a  convictional  language,  "whereas  metaphysical  language  pre- 
supposes the  claim  that  it  possesses  a  purely  rational  basis."® 

The  testing  of  this  discourse  which,  according  to  Zuurdeeg.  some- 
how "makes  sense"  is  not  an  easy  matter.  Since  "we  are  our  con- 
victions," an  attack  on  our  convictional  language  will  be  resisted  as 
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an  attack  on  ourselves.  Logic  is  beside  the  point.  "There  are  neither 
scientific  nor  philosophical  proofs  or  arguments  which  can  validate 
or  invalidate  any  conviction."'  "Consequently,  it  seems  necessary  to 
drop  the  term  'logical  analysis'  for  the  philosophical  activity  which 
deals  with  convictional  language."* 

Zuurdeeg's  analysis  suffers  from  a  blithe  disregard  for  the  "really 
real"  beyond  the  "situation"  of  man-who-speaks.  Strict  application 
of  his  view  would  lead  to  the  acknowledgment  of  an  incredible 
welter  of  convictional  "realities"  to  which  the  check  even  of  logical 
consistency  would  be  inappropriate.  But,  despite  its  shortcomings, 
it  succeeds  in  emphasizing  the  radical  difference  between  language 
which  is  "merely  used,"  that  is,  speech  from  which  the  speaker  is 
entirely  distinct,  and  language  which  is  intimately  bound  up  with 
the  speaker's  most  fundamental  appraisal  of  himself.  Whatever  the 
innermost  logic  of  theological  discourse,  it  is  not  language  which  is 
taken  lightly.  Somehow  persons  who  use  it  feel  they  have  a  stake 
in  it  of  a  more  serious  kind  than  is  possible  in  non-theological  lan- 
guages. To  paraphrase  Gabriel  Marcel,  the  issues  discussed  in  theo- 
logical speech  "encroach  on  their  own  utterers." 

Ill 

In  contrast  to  Zuurdeeg's  "non-logical"  understanding  of  theo- 
logical discourse  as  "convictional,"  related  analyses  in  terms  of  its 
function  in  "commitment"  may  be  offered  on  the  basis  of  close 
attention  to  logic. 

I.  T.  Ramsey,  who  is  criticized  by  Zuurdeeg  for  his  interest  in 
the  "cold  artificialities"  of  logic  in  connection  with  theological 
speech,  seeks  to  establish  the  unique  character  of  theological  dis- 
course on  the  logical  "oddness"  of  the  theist's  language  and  on  the 
functions  which  this  "oddness"  serves  in  "evoking  the  distinctly 
theological  situation"  (i.e.,  experience)  and  expressing  the  resulting 
commitment.  It  is  characteristic  of  the  "theological  situation"  that 
one  suddenly  apprehends  the  personal  where  others  (and  perhaps 
oneself,  at  a  different  moment)  find  only  the  impersonal.  A  word 
drawn  from  an  alien  context,  another  "universe  of  discourse," 
Ramsey  says,  may  by  its  very  logical  impropriety  cause  the  "ice  to 
break,"  the  "penny  to  drop,"  reveal  a  new  Gestalt  of  "I-thou"  per- 
sonal confrontation  where  only  "I-it"  impersonality  was  present  a 
moment  before. 
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Religious  "situations"  deal  with  one's  sudden  "discernment"  of 
personal  "depth"  within  the  whole  universe.  And  "with  this  dis- 
cernment there  now  goes  a  personal  commitment"  to  what  "will 
not  be  exhaustively  unpacked  in  scientific  language,  however  far 
those  languages  go."^  Ramsey  finds  this  analysis  applicable  even  to 
language  ostensibly  employed  in  discursive  argument.  It,  too,  is 
aiming  at  "personal  revolution"  away  from  a  vision  of  the  world 
which  is  "flat"  or  lacking  in  "depth." 

So  we  see  religious  commitment  as  a  total  commitment  to  the  whole 
universe;  something  in  relation  to  which  argument  has  only  a  very  odd 
function;  its  purpose  being  to  tell  such  a  tale  as  evokes  the  "insight,"  the 
"discernment"  from  which  the  commitment  follows  as  a  response. ^° 

Ramsey  distinguishes  three  ways  in  which  theological  language 
functions  to  evoke  the  religious  "situation"  and  occasion  the  re- 
ligious commitment.  First,  the  formal  structure  of  theological  speech 
is  designed  to  negate  and  negate  and  negate,  until  "the  penny 
drops"  and  the  experience  and  commitment-response  are  elicited. 
Second,  theological  statements  may  attempt  to  bring  about  the 
final  commitment  by  approaching  asymptotically  such  limiting  (and 
unthinkable)  concepts  as  divine  "unity,"  "simplicity,"  or  "perfec- 
tion," until  "the  ice  breaks"  for  the  listener.  Third,  the  religious 
"situation"  is  brought  about  by  theological  language  through  its 
application  of  logically  inappropriate  "qualifiers"  to  straightforward 
"models"  drawn  from  ordinary  speech:  that  is,  to  the  modeI-\vords 
"wise,"  "good,"  "cause,"  and  so  on,  are  attached  (respectively)  the 
odd  qualifiers  "infinitely,"  "perfectly,"  "first,"  and  the  like.  Ad- 
mittedly these  qualifiers  distort  and  negate  the  ordinary'  meaning 
of  the  models  with  which  they  are  associated,  but  their  function  is 
not  to  give  their  models  a  certain  kind  of  empirical  relevance  but 
to  "develop  a  model  in  a  certain  direction"  in  order  to  make  the 
religious  situation  "come  alive." 

Ramsey  is  extremely  sensitive  to  the  accusation  that  he  has  re- 
duced the  theological  situation  to  a  kind  of  subjectivism.  His  main 
defense  against  this  charge  is  stated  as  follows : 

There  is  no  question  of  a  characteristically  religious  situation  being 
merely  "emotional,"  if  that  word  is  thought  to  claim  that  the  character- 
istic features  we  have  been  mentioning  are  entirely  (in  some  sense  or 
other)    "subjective."    Let   us   emphasize,   without   any   possibility   of  mis- 
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understanding,  that  all  these  situations,  .  .  .  when  they  occur,  have  an 
objective  reference  and  are,  as  all  situations,  subject-object  in  structure. 
When  situations  "come  alive,"  or  the  "ice  breaks,"  there  is  objective 
"depth"  in  these  situations  along  with  and  alongside  any  subjective 
changes.^^ 

Although  Ramsey  has  here  succeeded  in  "emphasizing"  his  view^, 
he  has  not  advanced  a  step  toward  defending  it.  He  fails  to  deal 
with  illusions  or  the  place  of  hallucination  in  experience.  These, 
too,  would  no  doubt  be  "subject-object"  in  structure;  but  would 
Ramsey  be  content  to  have  "characteristically  religious  situations" 
considered  in  this  light?  He  is  quite  correct  in  asserting  that  re- 
ligious experience  has  a  high  degree  of  "intentionality,"  as  we  have 
recognized  earlier,  but  is  he  not  confusing  "experiencing-ax-objec- 
tive"  with  having  experience  of  the  objective? 

Ramsey  is  by  no  means  alone  when  he  emphasizes  the  function 
of  theological  statements  in  personal  commitment,  Alasdair  Mac- 
Intyre  finds  the  logic  of  theological  speech  to  be  essentially  one  of 
self-commitment  to  an  authority;  but  for  him  the  commitment  is 
not  properly  regarded  as  to  "the  whole  universe."  As  we  saw  earlier, 
Maclntyre  is  convinced  that  theism  does  not  rest  upon  firm  epis- 
temological  foundations.  There  can  be  no  philosophical  justification 
for  theological  language,  he  concludes;  and  it  is  not  essential  that 
such  a  justification  can  be  found.  "The  philosopher  is  not  concerned 
qua  philosopher  to  offer  an  account  of  religion  that  will  make  re- 
ligion appear  logically  reputable,  but  only  to  describe  how  religious 
language  is  in  fact  used."^^  This  philosophical  account  will  prove, 
as  has  been  done  already,  that  theological  statements  are  not  hy- 
potheses; or,  as  Maclntyre  puts  it,  "at  least  if  they  are  they  are 
very  bad  ones."  At  the  same  time,  an  accurate  description  of  theo- 
logical discourse  will  show,  as  we  have  noticed,  that  many  theologi- 
cal statements  claim  that  "God"  is  a  being  who  works  in  history, 
that  "God  has  done  this  and  not  that,  is  like  this  and  not  that." 
The  theist  here  speaks  in  myths.  He  tells  stories  about  the  "mighty 
acts  of  God,"  and  about  the  way  that  "God  has  acted"  in  his  own 
life.  But  to  say  this  is  not  enough,  Maclntyre  insists,  for  up  to  this 
point  nothing  has  been  said  which  would  be  incompatible  with  the 
"ethical-function"  theories  of  Braithwaite  or  Hepburn.  The  crucial 
step  for  the  theist,  says  Maclntyre,  is  commitment  to  belief  in  these 
myths  as  more  than  useful  or  inspiring  stories.  In  the  distinctively 
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theological  use  of  his  language,  "the  religious  believer  commits  him- 
self in  his  use  of  myth  to  the  view  that  these  stories  are  in  some  way 
or  other  stories  about  a  real  being,  God,  acting  in  the  world  that  we 
are  acquainted  with  in  ordinary  experience. "^^ 

What  for  Maclntyre  distinguishes  the  theological  from  other  uses 
of  language,  then,  is  commitment  to  belief  in  stories  about  God; 
and  what  distinguishes  one  religion  from  another,  within  the  theo- 
logical context,  are  the  authoritative  criteria  implicitly  accepted  by 
this  self-commitment.  Every  religion,  every  particular  religious  lan- 
guage within  the  general  class  of  theological  discourse,  possesses  its 
own  ultimate  criteria.  "Every  religion,"  indeed,  "is  defined  by  refer- 
ence to  what  it  accepts  as  an  authoritative  criterion  in  religious 
matters.""  It  is  by  this  ultimate  criterion  that  any  religious  belief 
must  finally  be  justified.  "We  justify  a  particular  religious  belief  by 
showing  its  place  in  the  total  religious  conception;  we  justify  a  re- 
ligious belief  as  a  whole  by  referring  to  authority." ^°  And  the  very 
meaning  of  "ultimate  criterion"  or  "authority"  indicates  that  no 
"justification"  is  possible — by  definition,  if  "ultimate"  is  taken 
seriously — for  the  criterion  itself.  "Religion  is  justified  only  by  re- 
ferring to  a  religious  acceptance  of  authority.  And  this  means,  if 
you  like,  that  religion  as  a  whole  lacks  any  justification."^^ 

Sheer  commitment  to  the  authority  of  some  ultimate  criterion 
for  theological  statements  may,  in  fact,  be  characteristic  of  some 
groups  of  theists,  notably  Muslims  and  Christian  followers  of  the 
logic  of  obedience,  but  the  critical  reader  is  forced  to  wonder 
whether  Maclntyre's  account  of  the  logic  of  theological  discourse 
fulfills  his  own  philosophical  ideal  of  an  accurate  description  of  the 
bulk  of  theistic  discussion.  The  history  of  apologetics — which  is  in- 
separable from  the  history  of  theistic  thought  as  a  whole — is  a 
standing  refutation  of  Maclntyre's  refusal  to  admit  that  theological 
language  can  have  a  use  in  attempting  to  justify  itself  before  objec- 
tive criteria  of  reason  and  evidence.  Maclntyre  is  convinced  that 
no  valid  use  of  this  kind  is  possible;  many  modern  theologians  as 
well  as  philosophers  would  agree.  But  if  Maclntyre  moves  from  this 
conviction  to  the  conclusion  that  the  "real"  use  of  theological  state- 
ments cannof  be  apologetic  but  must  be  understood  only  as  utter- 
ance of — and  challenge  to — commitment,  then  he  is  cutting  the 
coat  of  theological  language  to  fit  the  cloth  provided  by  his  under- 
standing of  philosophical  analysis.  He  is  failing  in  his  self-defined 
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philosophical  job  of  describing  and  is  subtly  at  work  providing  a 
justification  of  sorts  for  this  language — though  not  a  "logical"  justi- 
fication, to  be  sure,  since  commitment  to  ultimate  criteria  must 
transcend  the  criteria  of  logic  (even  if  logic  itself  is  the  object  of 
one's  commitment) . 

I  am  convinced,  as  will  be  evident  in  the  next  chapter,  that 
theological  discourse  is  misunderstood  if  it  is  interpreted,  as  in  Mac- 
Intyre's  view,  as  nothing  but  an  exercise  in  the  arbitrary.  But  though 
theological  speech  is  not  entirely  a  matter  of  mere  acceptance  of 
authority,  neither  is  it  to  be  understood  apart  from  personal  faith- 
commitment.  By  turning  our  attention  to  this  aspect  of  the  func- 
tioning of  theological  discourse,  Maclntyre  has  advanced  our 
understanding.  There  are  discernible  points  where  theism  must 
"convert,"  as  Maclntyre  tells  us;  but  it  must  attempt  conversion 
not  instead  of  argument  so  much  as  for  the  sake  of  meaningful 
argument  concerning  "ultimate  questions"  of  human  life. 

IV 

The  thoughtful  discussion  provided  by  Ian  Crombie  in  Faith  and 
Logic  combines  many  of  the  points  of  view  which  have  been  ex- 
amined in  this  chapter. 

Crombie  deals  with  the  formal  anomalies  present  in  theological 
discourse,  as  does  Ian  Ramsey.  Unlike  Ramsey,  Crombie  attends 
less  to  the  psychological  effects  of  these  logical  peculiarities  than 
to  the  semantic  properties  of  referring  and  describing  which  they 
make  possible.  The  logical  "oddness"  of  theological  speech,  accord- 
ing to  Crombie,  fixes  the  "reference  range"  of  theological  discourse 
(that  is,  roughly  specifies  the  general  limits  of  what  is  being  talked 
about)  by  eliminating  all  improper  objects  of  reference  (like  finite 
things  or  empirical  events)  from  theistic  discussion  and  by  suggest- 
ing the  realms  of  non-theological  discourse  (ethical,  historical,  cos- 
mological,  and  so  on)  to  which  theological  speech  is  somehow 
relevant.  Within  this  general  "reference  range,"  a  concept  of  the 
divine  is  specified  by  reference  to  a  being  characterized  by  absence 
of  the  human  limitations  of  finitude,  space-time  location,  and  the 
like — which  limitations  we  can  easily  feel  as  dissatisfactions  even 
while  we  are  unable  to  conceive  positively  the  kind  of  being  which 
would  be  free  from  such  dissatisfactions.  Our  "concept  of  God"  is 
no  concept  in  the  sense  of  an  idea,  then;  but  Crombie  insists  that 
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if  we  follow  his  directions  for  narrowing  the  reference  of  the  word 
"God,"  "it  is  extravagant  to  say  that  we  have  no  notion  whatsoever 
of  how  the  word  is  used."^^ 

Once  given  the  reference  of  theological  discourse,  theological 
talk  in  parables  gains  a  new  dimension  of  significance.  The  words  of 
a  theological  parable  retain  their  ordinary  meanings,  Crombie  in- 
sists (in  a  point  of  agreement  with  Maclntyre),  and  it  is  only 
within  the  parable  that  we  understand  what  words  mean  in  their 
theological  application:  in  the  story  of  the  Prodigal  Son,  for  ex- 
ample, we  come  to  understand  the  "love"  of  God  univocally  with 
reference  to  the  kind  of  "love"  a  charitable  human  father  might 
exhibit  in  running  to  forgive  his  penitent  son.  All  language  about 
God  is  thus  parabolical.  But  it  is  more  than  mere  parable,  because 
the  parables  are  referred  to  our  concept  of  God  beyond  the  parable, 
and  referred,  in  faith,  as  true  to  the  reality  which  we  cannot  posi- 
tively comprehend. 

The  point  of  a  parable  is  that  you  do  not  suppose  that  there  is  any 
literal  resemblance  between  the  truth  which  is  expressed  and  the  story 
which  expresses  it,  but  you  do  suppose  that  if  you  accept  the  story,  not 
as  a  true  literal  account,  but  as  a  faithful  parable,  you  will  not  be  misled 
as  to  the  nature  of  the  underlying  reality.^^ 

Why,  someone  asks,  should  these  parables  be  referred  to  God 
rather  than  others?  To  this  question  Crombie  replies  basically  in 
terms  of  personal  commitment.  Christians  simply  find  themselves 
"impelled"  to  accept  Christ  as  divine  and  therefore  authoritati\-e 
for  the  reference  of  their  parabolical  theological  statements.  Christ 
is  the  supreme  image  of  God;  language  about  God  has  its  ultimate 
justification  in  commitment  to  the  Christ-image  as  faithful.  But 
Crombie,  unlike  Maclntyre,  does  not  rest  the  entire  justification 
of  theological  parables  on  sheer  acceptance  of  Christian  authorities : 
he  hints,  also,  that  independent  justification — at  least  to  a  limited 
degree — is  possible.  To  speak  of  God  in  terms  of  Christian  images, 
like  that  of  "creator  of  the  world,"  is  controversial,  Crombie  admits, 
but  the  choice  of  these  images  over  others  is  not  arbitrary. 

Our  use  of  this  image  ...  is  based  on  two  things:  firstly  on  the  fact 
that  we  find  ourselves  impelled  to  regard  the  events  recorded  in  the 
Bible  and  found  in  the  life  of  the  Church  as  the  communication  of  a 
transcendent  being,  and  that  the  image  is  an  essential  part  of  this  com- 
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munication;  secondly  on  the  fact  that  the  more  we  try  to  understand 
the  world  in  the  light  of  this  image,  the  better  our  understanding  of  the 
world  becomes.^® 

It  is  Crombie's  second  point  which  distinguishes  his  position  from 
Maclntyre's  logic  of  sheer  commitment.  If  one  is  merely  "impelled" 
to  regard  the  Bible  and  the  Church  as  authoritative,  little  discussion 
will  be  fruitful  with  one  who  is  not  so  "impelled,"  but  if  one's  theo- 
logical images  are  capable  of  illuminating  one's  understanding  of 
the  world,  then  argument  will  be  not  only  possible  but  also,  perhaps, 
of  considerable  importance  to  others  besides  oneself.  Crombie  does 
not  develop  this  hint,  though  he  places  "illumination"  on  a  par 
with  "impulsion"  as  fundamental  to  the  justification  of  theological 
language.  "These  two  things  conspiring  together,"  he  concludes, 
"are  our  authority  for  the  use  of  the  image,  and  for  our  affirming 
it."2o 

Since  Crombie  does  not  explore  the  implications  of  his  suggestion, 
it  may  be  profitable  for  us  to  do  so  in  the  following  chapter,  where, 
I  hope,  the  threads  of  our  discussion  may  be  drawn  together. 


12 

THE  MANIFOLD  LOGIC 
OF  THEISM 

WE  HAVE  EXAMINED  many  points  of  view  in  the  course  of  the  pre- 
ceding chapters,  and  although  I  have  tried  to  show^  that  various 
approaches  to  theological  language  fall  into  discernible  patterns, 
a  number  of  questions  have  been  raised  in  the  course  of  the  discus- 
sion which  need  more  careful  attention.  While  these  profound  prob- 
lems cannot  begin  to  be  treated  adequately  in  the  limited  space 
remaining,  or  within  the  modest  purposes  of  this  book,  it  may 
further  clarify  the  issues  with  which  we  have  been  dealing  if  I  can 
place  the  controversy  over  theological  discourse  within  a  wider  un- 
derstanding of  linguistic  signification.  Perhaps  only  in  this  way  will 
we  be  able  to  appreciate  fully  the  manifold  nature  of  the  logic  of 
theism. 

I 

Three  factors  are  present  in  every  "signification-situation"  (as 
we  shall  call  the  situation  wherein  language  purports  to  signify  a 
"fact"  of  some  kind,  a  state  of  affairs,  or  "something  that  is  the 
case")  :  first,  there  is  the  factor  of  the  language  itself,  the  presence 
of  marks  or  sounds  which  serve  to  signify;  second,  there  is  the  factor 
of  the  language-using  agent,  or  interpreter,  for  whom  the  language 
signifies  something;  and  third,  there  is  the  factor  of  the  "something" 
referred  to,  the  content  signified. 

All  three  aspects  must  be  present  in  any  genuine  signification- 
situation.  If,  first,  the  language  itself  is  missing,  then,  necessarily, 
this  language  cannot  signify  anything  to  anyone.  When  a  person  is 
directly  confronted  with  an  object  or  event,  without  the  mediation 
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of  language,  there  is  no  signification-situation  but,  instead,  a  situa- 
tion of  "immediate  presentation."  If,  second,  there  is  no  interpreter 
(or  user-interpreter)  present,  then  the  language  will  fail  to  signify; 
it  will  be  no  more  than  one  object  (marks  or  sound-vibrations) 
among  many  others  in  our  world.  It  is  a  mistake  to  suppose  lan- 
guage to  be  "intrinsically"  significant.  Written  marks  or  vocal  noises 
are  not  significant  if  there  is  no  one  to  whom  they  are  the  occasion 
of  significance.  Written  marks  become  significant  when  an  inter- 
preter who  "understands"  them  is  supplied.  This  is  not  to  say,  of 
course,  that  language  is  "absolutely"  non-significant  if  it  is  not 
significant  to  me;  it  is  instead  radically  to  question  the  notion  of 
"absolute  significance."  If,  finally,  there  is  no  content  signified,  no 
reference  made  to  any  actual  or  possible  state  of  affairs,  then  again 
no  signification-situation  is  established.  It  would  be  absurd,  of 
course,  to  suggest  that  the  signification-situation  requires  that  the 
referent  signified  by  the  language  always  be  actual,  since  this  would 
confuse  false  statements  (referring  to  no  actual  state  of  aflfairs)  with 
non-significant  ones.  At  the  same  time,  a  statement  must  point  be- 
yond itself  if  it  is  to  signify;  should  it  fail  to  point  beyond  itself 
but  instead  draw  attention  to  itself  qua  language,  a  situation  of  im- 
mediate presentation  would  replace  a  signification-situation.  It  is 
helpful  here  to  adopt  G.  W.  Morris's  distinction  between  the  desig- 
natum  of  a  statement,  which  is  the  possible  state  of  affairs  beyond 
itself  to  which  a  statement  must  refer  if  there  is  to  be  a  signification- 
situation,  and  the  denotatum  of  a  statement,  which  is  the  actual 
state  of  afTairs  referred  to  if  such  there  be.  False  assertions  are  thus 
significant  if  they  have  a  designatum;  they  need  not  possess  a  de- 
notatum as  well.  Frequently,  as  in  fiction,  statements  occasion  the 
signification-situation  by  referring  to  designata  for  which  there  exist 
no  corresponding  denotata. 

It  is  possible,  and  for  the  sake  of  completeness  it  would  be  desir- 
able, to  show  the  applicability  of  these  remarks  concerning  significa- 
tion to  non-verbal  contexts — and  even  to  the  vast  number  of  cases 
in  which  the  "interpreter"  of  non-verbal  signs  is  not  a  human  being. 
But  in  order  to  avoid  complicating  issues  any  more  than  necessary, 
I  shall  restrict  my  attention  to  the  highly  specialized  instance  of 
signification  wherein  man,  an  interpreter  overwhelmingly  more 
gifted  in  the  employment  of  free  ideas  than  any  other  animal,  uses 
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language,  a  system  of  conventional  signs  (usually  verbal)  incom- 
parably more  flexible,  subtle,  and  complex  than  any  other  means 
of  signification. 

The  points  of  view  from  which  this  remarkable  phenomenon  may 
be  approached  correspond,  as  Morris  points  out,  to  the  three  es- 
sential elements  of  the  signification-situation.  First,  language  may 
be  studied  in  terms  of  the  endlessly  fascinating  relationships  between 
the  verbal  signs  themselves.  This  area  of  investigation,  often  called 
"syntactics,"  abstracts  from  the  full  signification-situation.  It  ignores 
both  the  referring  function  of  language  and  the  role  of  the  inter- 
preter in  order  to  investigate  more  fully  the  "formal"  properties  of 
language.  Formal  logic,  with  its  concern  for  tracing  the  systematic 
structures  found  within  language  and  for  elaborating  rules  of  for- 
mation, transformation,  implication,  and  equivalence,  is  most  inti- 
mately associated  with  the  syntactic  dimension  of  language-theory. 

Second,  one  may  investigate  language  in  terms  of  the  relationship 
between  language  and  the  user-interpreter.  Such  a  study,  which  I 
shall  call  "interpretics,"  will  emphasize  the  forms  of  human  activity 
that  are  associated  with  the  employment  of  language,  the  purposes 
motivating  its  use,  the  effects  it  has  on  its  interpreters,  and  like 
questions.  Investigation  of  language  in  the  interpretic  dimension 
would  no  doubt  overlap  at  many  points  with  psychology,  anthro- 
pology, and  sociology. 

Third,  an  approach  to  language  may  be  made  in  terms  of  the 
relationship  between  language  and  its  referent.  A  popular  name 
for  this  field  of  investigation  is  "semantics."  How  does  language 
refer?  If  it  is  successful  in  referring,  how  does  it  describe  its  refer- 
ent? What,  most  crucially  of  all,  are  the  criteria  by  which  its  refer- 
ence and  its  description  are  to  be  judged  "true"  or  "false"?  Are 
all  uses  of  language  to  be  judged  according  to  the  same  semantic 
rules?  Since  these  questions  are  neither  empirical  nor  purely  formal, 
philosophical  investigation  of  the  semantic  dimension  of  language, 
unlike  either  the  syntactic  or  the  interpretic  dimensions,  overlaps 
neither  the  formal  nor  the  empirical  disciplines. 

While  each  of  the  three  dimensions  of  language — syntactic,  inter- 
pretic, and  semantic — is  an  important  area  for  intensive  study,  it 
must  not  be  forgotten  that  each  apart  from  the  others  is  an  abstrac- 
tion. Language  as  a  whole  is  not  understood  fully  from  the  point 
of  view  of  formal  logic  alone,  as  modern  thinkers  are  increasingly 
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coming  to  realize.  But  without  stability  on  its  syntactic  dimension 
language  could  neither  refer  nor  be  of  any  use  to  an  interpreter. 
Similarly,  language  cannot  be  exhaustively  treated  in  terms  of  hu- 
man behavior,  although  apart  from  the  human  beings,  their  needs, 
purposes,  and  responses,  there  would  be  no  language.  And  in  like 
respect,  while  no  purely  semantic  approach  to  language  can  tell 
the  whole  tale  of  its  nature  and  uses,  discourse  which  is  lacking  in 
reference  can  lay  no  claim  to  a  share  in  the  logic  of  the  signification- 
situation. 

One  of  the  major  sources  of  confusion  concerning  the  analysis 
of  theological  discourse  is  a  failure  to  distinguish  the  three  dimen- 
sions of  the  signification-situation  as  they  arise  in  the  full,  concrete 
functioning  of  theological  language.  Some  commentators  fasten  on 
the  syntactic  dimension  and  interpret  everything  from  the  point  of 
view  of  logical  entailments  as  though  theological  language  were 
nothing  more  than  a  deductive  logical  system.  J.  L.  Mackie's  treat- 
ment of  the  problem  of  evil,  for  example,  emphasizes  the  syntactic 
dimension  to  the  exclusion  of  the  rest. 

Other  thinkers  dwell  on  interpretic  considerations  to  the  extent 
that  system  and  reference  are  not  recognized  as  a  vital  part  of  the 
logic  of  theological  speech.  Braithwaite,  Hepburn,  and  others  are 
guilty  of  this  oversimplification,  as  are  many  other  proponents  of 
functional  analysis,  whose  principles  readily  tempt  one  to  devote 
one's  attention  too  exclusively  to  the  interpretic  dimension  of  lan- 
guage. 

Still  others  devote  themselves  so  completely  to  questions  concern- 
ing the  possibility  of  meaningful — or  truthful — reference  for  theo- 
logical statements  that  all  other  issues  are  ignored.  Unquestionably 
such  semantic  questions  are  of  the  utmost  interest  to  theists  and 
non-theists  alike — and  there  is  no  doubt  at  all  that  this  dimension 
has  provoked  many  of  the  hottest  controversies  through  the  years 
— but  a  proper  concern  for  semantic  issues  must  not  become  obses- 
sional, to  the  point  that  all  other  considerations  are  blotted  out. 
Verificational  analysis,  with  its  central  interest  in  the  reference  of 
language  beyond  itself  to  some  state  of  affairs,  risks  falling  into  this 
error.  Its  definitive  verification  principle  is  itself  a  semantic  rule 
for  judging  the  success  of  language  in  referring;  only  those  state- 
ments (other  than  tautologies)  which  can  be  shown  to  be  relevant 
in  principle  to  some  sense-experience,  we  recall,  are  held  on  this 
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criterion  to  be  significant.  The  controversy  over  the  falsifiabiUty  of 
theological  discourse  is  an  example  of  one  type  of  concern  for  the 
semantic  dimension  of  theological  statements. 

No  one  can  justly  condemn  a  given  treatment  of  theological 
language  solely  because  it  fails  to  deal  with  all  the  dimensions  of 
language  which,  in  a  complete  analysis,  would  be  essential.  Each 
dimension  deserves  individual  attention,  and  linguistic  analysts  have 
every  right  to  specialize  for  particular  purposes  in  areas  of  particular 
interest  to  them.  But  narrow  emphases  must  be  recognized  for  the 
academic  abstractions  they  are.  Any  claim  to  a  full  understanding 
of  theological  discourse  which  ignores  or  treats  inadequately  one 
or  more  entire  dimensions  of  the  signification-situation  is,  to  say  the 
least,  premature. 

If  theological  language  displays  such  a  multi-dimensional  logic, 
any  adequate  theory  of  theological  language  will  doubtless  make 
possible  the  synthesis  of  various  valid  insights  which,  alone,  remain 
systematically  abstract.  Nothing  in  principle  would  seem  to  prevent 
our  utilizing  emphases  drawn  from  the  logics  of  analog)',  obedience, 
and  various  philosophers  to  enrich  our  understanding  of  theological 
syntactics;  nothing  forces  us  to  reject  all  the  conclusions  derived 
through  functional  analysis  or  from  the  logic  of  obedience  concern- 
ing the  dimension  of  theological  interpretics ;  and  nothing  would 
rule  out  the  possibility  of  learning  something  both  from  the  logic 
of  encounter  and  from  verificational  analysis  in  respect  to  the  char- 
acter of  theism's  semantic  reference.  We  cannot  for  a  moment  relax 
our  critical  vigilance,  but  if  our  primary  aim  is  full  understanding, 
we  shall  gladly  accept  help  from  every  quarter. 

II 

Beginning  with  the  syntactic  dimension  of  theological  discourse, 
we  must  call  once  again  on  our  distinction  between  the  religious 
language  of  living  faith  and  systematic  language  of  academic  theol- 
ogy. The  syntactic  rules  by  which  these  two  forms  of  theological 
discourse  are  governed  differ  from  one  another  even  while  they 
interact.  Although  we  cannot  hope  to  do  more  than  start  opening 
up  a  relatively  untouched  area  of  study  in  these  concluding  pages, 
we  may  at  least  note  the  direction  which  more  comprehensive  studies 
of  theological  syntactics  may  take. 
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The  language  of  a  living  religious  faith  is  judged  for  syntactic 
adequacy  by  reference  to  internal  language-norms.  For  Christians, 
these  language-norms  are  basically  Scripture  and  Church  traditions, 
creeds,  and  authoritative  declarations.  More  accurately,  in  view  of 
the  fragmented  condition  of  the  Christian  Church,  the  language- 
norms  of  living  faith  are  those  particular  oral  or  written  verbal 
standards  which  are,  as  Maclntyre  rightly  notes,  simply  "given"  (so 
far  as  the  syntactic  dimension  alone  is  concerned)  as  authoritative. 
The  direct  utterances  of  religious  belief  are  syntactically  correct  in 
so  far  as  they  repeat  the  "faith  of  our  fathers,  living  still."  Com- 
patibility with — more,  re-expression  of — the  words  of  the  Bible  or 
the  creeds  is  the  essential  syntactical  demand  placed  on  religious 
statements  as  distinguished  from  the  statements  of  systematic  theol- 
ogy. Compatibility  of  the  various  utterances  of  living  faith  with 
one  another  is,  however,  no  part  of  the  syntactic  logic  of  this  lan- 
guage. Frequently  the  incompatibilities  which  are  apparent  between 
many  statements  of  living  faith  are  denounced  by  the  unsympathetic 
as  "double-think,"  but  such  accusations  are  unfair.  The  canons  of 
formal  logic  do  not  apply  between  the  utterances  which  are  the 
"protocol-statements"  of  religion.  The  primary  syntactic  relation- 
ship for  the  language  of  living  faith  is  that  of  equivalence,  not 
entailment;  and  the  primary  application  of  this  relationship  is  be- 
tween the  words  of  the  believer  and  the  "given"  paradigms  of  faith- 
ful talk,  not  between  some  of  his  words  and  other  of  his  words,  as 
would  be  the  case  in  a  deductive  system. 

The  syntactic  structure  of  systematic  theological  discourse,  in 
contrast,  is  characterized  in  part  by  discoverable  rules  of  entailment 
and  equivalence  between  the  statements  comprising  it.  But  modern 
philosophy  is  increasingly  aware  that  there  are  a  variety  of  kinds 
of  such  syntactic  "rules,"  which  are  framed,  as  P.  F.  Strawson  ex- 
presses it,  "in  the  light  of  .  .  .  our  practice."^  Let  us  briefly  ex- 
amine the  case  for  this  view.  Some  logicians  suppose  that  the  only 
logically  important  rules  for  implication,  contradiction,  and  so  on, 
are  to  be  found  in  the  operations  of  concepts  so  completely  general 
as  to  be  entirely  devoid  of  reference  to  subject  matter.  "And,"  "not," 
"if  .  .  .  then,"  and  "or"  are  so  general  that  they  can  be  used 
equally  well  with  any  content  ("black  and  blue,"  "John  and  Mary," 
"I  love  you  and  you  love  me" ) ,  or  with  no  particular  content,  with- 
out loss  of  the  meaning  important  for  logical  operations.  Logical 
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rules  of  syntax  of  this  kind,  where  descriptive  content  counts  for 
nothing,  we  may  call  formal  logic. 

But  logical  theorists  in  recent  years  have  come  to  recognize  that 
other  kinds  of  rules  for  implication,  contradiction,  and  the  like, 
play  an  important  part  in  rational  discourse.  These  are  syntactical 
rules  which  are  not  irrelevant  to  the  specific  content  being  discussed, 
as  are  the  rules  of  formal  logic,  but  are  openly  dependent  upon  the 
definitions  that  establish  inferences  within  the  language  of  a  given 
subject  matter.  In  the  language  of  the  game  of  checkers,  for  ex- 
ample, the  statement  "It  is  permissible  to  jump  your  opponent's 
piece"  entails  "You  are  required  to  jump  your  opponent's  piece." 
But  such  an  entailment-rule  does  not  have  the  complete  generality 
associated  with  formal  logic;  in  "the  language  of  chess,"  for  ex- 
ample, no  such  entailment  holds.  In  ordinary  language  our  speech 
is  heavily  dependent  upon  this  non-formal  (or,  as  we  shall  call 
them,  "informal")  kind  of  entailment  and  equivalence.  We  are 
justified  in  recognizing  an  explicit  contradiction  (given  a  unique 
reference  for  "John")  between  the  statement  "John  is  a  mulatto" 
and  the  further  statement  "John's  father  is  not  a  Negro  and  John's 
mother  is  not  a  Negro,"  on  the  basis  of  an  informal  equivalence 
between  "X  is  a  mulatto"  and  "X  is  the  first-generation  offspring 
of  a  pure-blooded  Negro  and  a  white  person."  As  Gilbert  Ryle  puts 
it,  "Not  all  strict  inferences  pivot  on  the  recognized  logical  con- 
stants"^ that  can  be  formalized  in  symbolic  logic.  The  study  of  both 
major  kinds  of  syntactics,  formal  and  informal,  is  proving  to  be  of 
considerable  importance  for  the  understanding  of  language.  To 
denounce  "informal"  syntactics  as  "bastard  logic"  or  to  sneer  at 
formal  logic  as  an  "artificial  appendix  to  the  logic  of  ordinary 
language"  is  self-defeating  and  obscurantist.  The  formal  and  the 
"informal"  logician  are  at  work  on  different  jobs. 

The  language  of  systematic  theology  exemplifies  syntactic  rules 
both  of  formal  and  of  "informal"  logic.  Like  the  language  of  all 
other  subjects,  theological  language  relies  on  the  formal  logical 
constants  to  provide  the  rigid  framework  for  its  operations.  "And" 
functions  to  conjoin  expressions  within  theological  discourse  in  the 
same  manner  as  in  any  other  statements.  "Or"  and  "not,"  "some" 
and  "all" — these  retain  their  lofty  irrelevance  to  the  content  of 
discussion.  Without  this  common  framework  in  formal  logic,  the 
language  of  systematic  theology  could  neither  be  credited  with  an^ 
rational  rigor  nor  even  be  understood. 
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But  in  addition  to  the  operation  of  the  formal  constants  within 
academic  theological  discourse,  "informal"  rules  of  inference  pro- 
vide this  speech  with  its  distinctive  syntactic  structure.  One  such 
rule,  for  example,^  might  be  stated  "If  salvation  is  possible,  then 
God  cannot  be  merely  a  conditioned  part  of  the  world  and  subject 
to  change."  Another  lays  down  the  implication  "If  salvation  is  pos- 
sible, then  God  cannot  be  completely  apart  from  the  world  and 
unrelated  to  change."  The  formal  logician  might  be  tempted  to 
symbolize  "salvation  is  possible"  by  "S"  and  "God  is  involved  in 
change"  by  "G,"  and  then  to  derive  an  explicit  contradiction  from 
these  entailment-rules :  "S  implies  C  and  S  implies  not-C,"  "S" 
being  given  as  a  premise.  The  formal  contradiction  would  be  "C 
and  not-C."  But  in  this  the  formal  logician  oversteps  himself.  It  is 
by  no  means  clear  that  all  expressions  of  the  abstract  form  "C  and 
not-C"  are  self-stultifying  contradictions,  though  on  the  strictly 
formal  level  they  undoubtedly  are  nothing  more.  The  informal 
logician  will  recognize  that  even  explicit  formal  contradictions  are 
not  necessarily  always  self-stultifying  but  sometimes  may  be  occa- 
sions for  growth  in  thought. 

If,  on  an  unpleasant  day,  I  describe  the  weather  by  saying  "It's 
raining  and  it's  not,"  I  am  uttering  a  formal  contradiction,  but  it 
may  be  the  best  possible  characterization  of  the  day.  If  it  is,  it  will 
not  be  so  merely  because  I  use  a  form  of  words  which  seems  to  con- 
tradict itself  but  because  the  expression  I  use  acts  as  an  incentive 
to  increased  conceptual  precision.  Perhaps  the  English  language 
is  not  yet  equipped  to  indicate  the  more-than-drizzling  but  less- 
than-sprinkling  condition  of  the  atmosphere.  The  subject  matter 
demands  an  increase  in  vocabulary,  a  more  careful  act  of  attention 
to  what  is  the  case.  Again,  "She's  pretty  and  she's  not,"  "He's  lika- 
ble and  he's  not"  serve  to  suggest  that  further  refinement  of  our 
concepts  of  "pretty"  or  "likable"  is  needed  before  an  adequate 
non-paradoxical  statement  about  him  or  her  will  be  in  order.  Like- 
wise the  apparent  contradiction  "God  is  involved  in  change  and  he 
is  not"  is  an  indication  that  further  investigation  of  our  concepts 
of  "involvement"  and  "change"  are  in  order  so  that  we  may  dis- 
cover more  precisely  their  logical  powers  for  the  inferences  which, 
in  theology,  hinge  on  them. 

Formal  logic  attains  its  precision  and  elegance  by  defining  terms 
sharply — thus  eliminating  by  fiat  all  vagueness  from  the  concepts 
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which  it  employs.  Such  a  procedure  is  quite  legitimate  if  one's  aim 
is  to  construct  a  model  language  of  syntactic  rigor;  but  defenders 
of  "informal"  logic  are  right  to  protest  when  the  truly  vexing  terms 
of  theology  and  philosophy  are  at  stake.  These  cannot  be  solved  or 
dismissed  arbitrarily.  The  heart  of  creative  philosophical  or  sys- 
tematic theological  thought  is  precisely  the  elucidation  of  key  con- 
cepts. Before  a  word  may  be  accepted  within  a  formal  calculus,  it 
must  be  pellucid,  its  entailment-rules  already  clearly  determined; 
but  if  the  informal  logic  of  the  crucial  concepts  of  theology  were 
clear  to  begin  with,  the  assistance  of  formal  logic  would  not  be 
required.  Judgment,  imagination — even  intuition — must  go  into  the 
determination  of  the  syntactic  powers  of  every  central  theological 
concept  before  formal  logical  operations  with  it  become  profitable; 
it  is  precisely  in  this  preliminary  determination  that  the  living  issues 
lie. 

Formal  Logic  may  provide  the  exploratory  Informal  Logician  with  a 
compass  by  which  to  steer,  but  not  with  a  course  on  which  to  steer  and 
certainly  not  with  rails  to  obviate  steering.  Where  there  is  virgin  forest, 
there  can  be  no  rails;  where  rails  exist  the  jungle  has  long  since  been 
cleared.* 

It  is  in  this  context  that  the  logic  of  analogy  may  be  appreciated; 
as  laying  down  guiding  rules  for  the  further  determination  of  funda- 
mental theological  concepts  it  offers  considerable  assistance  to  the 
systematic  theologian  in  search  of  a  more  adequate  syntactic  struc- 
ture for  his  language.  Systematic  theology — in  contrast  to  the  para- 
dox-ridden "biblical"  theology  often  supported  by  the  logic  of 
obedience — cannot  rest  in  contradiction  but  improves  and  refines 
its  concepts  in  a  never-ending  effort  both  to  retain  rational  co- 
herence and  to  respect  the  fundamental  entailment  and  equivalence 
rules  which  distinguish  its  language  from  all  others. 

In  returning  once  again  to  these  fundamental  "given"  rules, 
which  function  within  systematic  theological  discourse  analogously 
to  the  axioms  and  postulates  of  other  deductive  systems,  we  recog- 
nize that  the  syntactic  structure  of  academic  theological  language 
is  not  exclusively  based  upon  the  demands  of  systematic  coherence. 
The  axioms  of  academic  theology  are  determined  by  the  language 
of  living  faith,  of  which  it  is  the  reason-oriented  explication.  Sys- 
tematic pronouncements,  in  turn,  are  often  reflected  after  a  time 
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in  the  very  creeds  which  judge  the  language  of  living  faith!  In  this 
complex  process  of  influence  and  counter-influence  some  of  the 
most  absorbing  aspects  of  theological  syntactics  are  to  be  found.  As 
Ramsey  and  Crombie  have  noticed,  the  axioms  of  the  systematic 
language  of  theology  display  a  logical  "oddness"  which  consequently 
characterizes  the  entire  language  of  theism.  Within  systematic  theo- 
logical discourse,  Crombie  shows,  this  odd  syntactic  structure  relates 
to  the  semantic  dimension  by  clarifying  the  reference-range  of  theo- 
logical statements  both  positively  (suggesting  the  proper  use  of  the 
term  "God")  and  negatively  (ruling  out  inappropriate  objects  of 
reference).  Within  the  language  of  living  faith,  on  the  other  hand, 
the  function  of  the  syntactical  structure  of  theological  discourse 
pertains  to  the  interpretic  dimension,  perhaps  as  Ramsey  describes, 
and  certainly  in  many  other  ways.  These  fundamental  syntactical 
features  of  theological  discourse  do  not  appear  ex  nihilo,  therefore; 
but  to  examine  their  source  and  further  functions  it  is  necessary  to 
leave  the  syntactic  dimension  for  the  interpretic  and  the  semantic. 

Ill 

It  is  now  clear,  from  prior  discussion,  that  no  understanding  of 
theism  is  possible  apart  from  a  recognition  of  the  interpretic  func- 
tions of  its  language.  It  is  often  not  so  clear,  however,  that  within 
this  dimension  we  may  distinguish  two  different  aspects.  One  aspect 
of  interpretics  concerns  the  way  in  which  language  affects  its  inter- 
preter; the  second  aspect  deals  with  the  circumstances  under  which 
the  interpreter  uses  his  language.  We  may  label  these  two  ap- 
proaches, respectively,  "passive"  and  "active"  interpretics. 

Those  who  emphasize  "passive"  interpretics  are  correct  in  point- 
ing out  the, fact  that  all  language  aflFects  those  who  hear  it.  In  the 
very  process  of  learning  a  language  one  becomes  conditioned  not 
merely  to  recognize  the  cognitive  content  of  statements  but  also  to 
react  personally  in  certain  ways  to  the  words  heard.  Here  is  the 
psychological  foundation  for  the  "emotive"  meaning  which  is  so 
heavily  stressed  by  verificational  analysis.  It  is  difficult  to  find  a 
word — and  more  difficult  to  form  a  sentence — which  is  strictly 
"emotively  neutral."  Everyone  realizes  that  "the  same  thing"  may 
be  said  in  very  different  ways,  that  listeners  react  to  favorable  or 
unfavorable  emotive  overtones  associated  with  the  words  one  uses. 
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"Mere  choice  of  words"  may  turn  a  battle,  decide  a  legacy,  or  hang 
a  man. 

The  blanket  term  ''emotive"  conceals,  however,  the  fundamental 
difference  between  two  sorts  of  non-informational  effect  which  lan- 
guage works  on  its  interpreters.  Where  the  emotive  content  of  a 
word  or  phrase  is  one  which  has  become  connected  with  the  lan- 
guage by  a  conventional  process  of  association,  there  is  present  only 
what  may  be  termed  "reactive"  significance.  But  language  is  capa- 
ble not  merely  of  eliciting  reactions  to  superficial  emotional  associa- 
tions habitually  provoked  by  certain  words  but  also  of  stirring  many 
of  the  most  fundamental  personal  depths  in  men  to  a  response. 
Whereas  we  "react"  to  emotionally  conditioned  phrases,  we  "re- 
spond" to  symbols  which  touch  the  springs  of  human  motivation. 
Such  symbols  are  invested  with  what  I  should  like  to  call  "respon- 
sive" significance.^  To  these  symbols  we  do  not  need  to  be  habitu- 
ated to  react  in  one  way  or  another;  we  respond  immediately.  More 
accurately,  the  language  we  learn  to  use  refers  to  things  or  events 
which  are  themselves  the  symbols  demanding  our  response. 

Far  more  needs  to  be  said  concerning  reactive  and  responsive 
significance  than  would  be  possible  here,  but  perhaps  enough  has 
been  written  to  suggest  an  important  distinction  which  has  not  been 
sufficiently  noticed  within  what  is  usually  called  "emotive"  mean- 
ing. To  call  responsive  significance  "emotive"  would  be  to  recognize 
its  deep  roots  in  the  human  personality  and  its  capacity  to  influence 
human  thought  and  behavior;  but  the  "emotive"  label  is  in  danger 
of  begging  too  many  questions  to  be  fully  adequate.  It  is  not  clear 
that  responsive  significance  must  be  entirely  "non-cognitive" — we 
shall  consider  this  issue  in  the  next  section  of  this  chapter — but 
"emotive"  and  "non-cognitive"  have,  for  better  or  for  %vorse,  be- 
come almost  synonymous  in  modern  philosophical  parlance.  There- 
fore we  shall  do  well  to  be  critical  of  the  use  of  the  term  "emotive," 
which  has  itself  become  invested  for  many  people  with  a  strongly 
negative  reactive  significance ! 

Theological  language,  as  countless  philosophers  have  been  at 
pains  to  point  out,  is  rich  in  "emotive"  meaning.  But  what,  pre- 
cisely, is  meant  by  this  observation?  In  part,  no  doubt,  the  terms 
of  theological  statements  act  upon  their  interpreters  on  the  rela- 
tively superficial  level  of  reactive  significance.  As  evidence  for  this 
we  need  only  notice  the  discomfort  which  people  often  feel,  wor- 
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shiping  in  a  strange  church,  merely  because  the  words  are  shghtly 
different  in  the  hymnal  or  prayer  book.  Or  we  may  point  to  the 
reactive  resistance  occasioned  by  new  translations  of  the  Bible  which 
may  attempt  to  abandon  words  grown  dear  by  habitual  association. 

In  greater  part,  however,  theological  discourse  is  characterized 
by  responsive  significance.  Its  words  deal  with  symbols  of  great 
potency.  Christian  language  refers  centrally  to  the  Birth,  the  Bap- 
tism, the  Cross,  the  Resurrection;  the  language  of  Judaism  speaks 
of  the  crossing  of  the  Red  Sea,  the  imparting  of  the  Covenant;  and 
so  on.  Not  the  words  or  phrases  themselves  but  the  content  of  the 
words  and  phrases  of  theological  speech  possesses  the  greatest  power 
to  affect  the  interpreter  of  this  language.  Here  is  one  source  of  the 
constant  demand  for  more  and  better  translations  of  the  Bible,  for 
more  and  better  restatements  of  the  kerygma  for  each  generation. 
It  is  not  the  case  that  all  responsive  significance  is  religious,  nor  is 
all  religious  significance  responsive,  but  much  of  what  is  most  char- 
acteristic of  theological  meaning  is  best  understood  in  these  terms. 

The  language  which  affects  an  interpreter  by  means  of  its  reac- 
tive and  its  responsive  significance  is  also  vitally  instrumental  in 
molding  the  thoughts  of  those  who  are  served  by  it.  As  Wisdom 
points  out,  one's  aptness  to  notice  one  or  another  pattern  in  the 
facts  is  profoundly  affected  by  the  concepts  which  one's  language 
can  express.  So  powerful  is  the  influence  of  language  upon  the 
mind,  indeed,  that  many  psychologists  and  anthropologists  agree 
that  perceptions  themselves  may  vary,  Gestalten  differ,  among  users 
of  different  languages.  Where  there  is  no  word,  thought  will  not  be 
developed  highly,  if  at  all;  and  where  clear  thought  is  absent  the 
mind  tends  not  to  notice  data — however  vivid  to  others — for  which 
it  has  no  ready  conceptual  categories. 

We  cannot  rest  content,  however,  with  these  considerations  noted 
by  "passive"  interpretics.  True  as  it  is  that  the  categories  of  lan- 
guage greatly  mold  one's  concepts,  that  the  words  of  language  evoke 
one's  reactions,  and  that  the  symbols  expressed  in  language  call  up 
one's  deep  responses,  it  is  also — and  more  fundamentally- — true  that 
language  is  a  human  product  and  cannot  be  understood  apart  from 
its  source  in  human  interests  and  activities.  The  categories,  terms, 
and  symbols  of  language  have  not  been  sheerly  "given"  (though 
syntactics  correctly  ignores  this  fact)  but  have  a  natural  history  in 
human  purposes.  "Thinking  and  speaking  are  part  of  life.  They 
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arise  out  of  lived  experience,  and  directly  or  indirectly  they  react 
upon  it."®  Human  language  is  used;  man  is  maker  and  ultimately 
master  of  his  discourse.  "Man  the  thinker  and  speaker  is  only  one 
facet  of  man  the  purposeful."^  If  language  imposes  its  categories, 
its  reactive  significance,  and  its  responsive  significance,  it  does  not 
do  so  in  the  manner  of  an  absolute  tyrant.  Only  after  having  been 
formed  in  the  womb  of  pre-linguistic  social  interests  and  activities 
does  it  seem  to  have  a  life  of  its  own.  And  even  this  seeming  inde- 
pendence is  an  illusion.  Language  is  a  human  instrument  as  sensi- 
tive to  shifts  in  non-linguistic  interests  and  activities  as  is  a  smoothly 
functioning  democratic  government  to  fluctuations  in  public  senti- 
ment. The  parallel  is  fairly  good:  In  a  democracy  stability  is  pre- 
served, public  opinion  is  greatly  influenced,  by  government  policy 
and  established  media  of  communication,  but  final  authority  rests 
with  the  electors  and,  ultimately,  with  their  individual  interests  and 
purposes.  Similarly,  established  language-forms  guide  thought,  emo- 
tion, and  even  perception  to  a  considerable  degree;  but  they  are 
open  to  growth,  through  the  addition  of  new  concepts,  and  to  the 
transformation  of  ancient  categories  as  new  experiences  and  preoc- 
cupations force  themselves  on  the  linguistic  community.  In  the 
beginning,  in  this  context,  was  not  the  word  but  the  actor  capable 
of  speech;  these  abide  then,  word,  thought,  and  purpose,  and  the 
greatest  of  these  is  purpose. 

Theological  language,  like  all  forms  of  discourse,  is  the  child  of 
human  purpose  (whether  or  not  this  human  purpose  has  a  super- 
human author  and  object  is  not  here  at  issue),  and  it  is  the  speech 
of  an  active  society  of  language  user-interpreters.  The  profound 
insight  of  the  logic  of  obedience  is  to  emphasize  the  unmistakable 
fact  that  the  society  of  which  theological  language  is  the  distinctive 
speech  is  the  Church,  broadly  understood.  It  is  this  society  of  active 
human  beings  (dedicated,  as  Braithwaite  and  Hepburn  clearly  see, 
to  a  certain  way  of  life)  which  preserves  the  syntactical  criteria  that 
provide  theological  speech  with  its  distinctive  formal  character.  It 
is  this  society  which  uses  the  language  of  living  faith  in  its  acts  of 
public  and  private  worship.  It  is  this  society  which  supports  and 
demands  the  activity  of  systematic  theolog)'.  Karl  Barth  exhibits 
his  insight  into  this  dimension  of  theological  language  by  insisting 
that  his  wiitings  be  called  "Church  dogmatics." 

In  all  this  we  must  not  forget  that  the  activity  of  the  community 
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which  employs  theological  discourse  is  itself  motivated.  In  part,  no 
doubt,  this  motivation  is  made  up  (as  critics  point  out)  of  petty 
conservatism,  respect  for  honored  tradition,  and  the  like.  But  more 
important,  the  activity  of  the  Church  in  worship  and  speech  is  im- 
pelled by  religious  experience  and  by  man's  powerful  need  to  find 
a  place  for  himself  within  a  coherent  concept  of  the  universe  which 
does  not  violate  his  deepest  sense  of  value.  The  experiences  which 
motivate  the  theological  language-using  community  may  be  vari- 
ously described.  Their  place,  as  the  logic  of  encounter  rightly  in- 
sists, is  enormously  important,  but  their  function  is  not  somehow  to 
prove  beyond  question  the  existence  of  a  deity;  instead,  they  are 
primarily  continuing  incentives  to  worship,  to  service,  and  to  self- 
commitment  to  the  responsively  rich  religious  symbols  and  the  way 
of  life  which  the  Church  enjoins.  Despite  the  fact  that  so-called 
"encounters  with  God"  cannot,  as  we  have  seen,  prove  the  existence 
of  any  independent  being  who  is  the  cause  of  these  experiences,  it 
is  none  the  less  true  that  the  experiences  which  impel  the  Church 
to  service  and  speech  are  not  taken  as  mere  experiences.  Instead 
they  are  understood  within  a  metaphysical  world-view  referring 
beyond  the  interpreter  and  his  language.  The  activities  of  "wor- 
ship" which  we  have  noted  as  characteristic  of  the  theological 
language-using  society  are  radically  misunderstood  apart  from  refer- 
ence to  belief  about  the  nature  of  reality  beyond  the  acts  and  the 
actors  themselves.  Apart  from  the  semantic  reference  of  language, 
therefore,  theological  discourse  lacks  an  essential  dimension. 

IV 

On  the  basis  of  our  discussion  in  earlier  chapters  it  is  apparent 
that  theological  discourse  intends,  at  least,  to  refer  to  reality — to 
some  state  of  affairs,  to  "facts"  of  some  kind.  As  Ian  Crombie  puts 
it, 

Christianity,  as  a  human  activity,  involves  much  more  than  simply 
believing  certain  propositions  about  matters  of  fact,  such  as  that  there 
is  a  God,  that  He  created  this  world,  that  He  is  our  judge.  But  it  does 
involve  believing  these  things,  and  this  believing  is,  in  a  sense,  funda- 
mental; not  that  it  matters  more  than  the  other  things  that  a  Christian 
does,  but  that  it  is  presupposed  in  the  other  things  that  he  does,  or  in  the 
manner  in  which  he  does  them,® 
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Without  the  element  of  belief  in  the  reality  of  a  referent  designated 
by  theological  language,  the  distinctively  religious  character  of  this 
speech  is  sought  in  vain.  The  syntactic  character  of  theological  dis- 
course, as  we  saw,  requires  further  explanation  in  terms  of  the  so- 
ciety of  language-using-and-interpreting  agents,  their  purposes  and 
activities,  their  attitudes  and  emotions.  But  these  practices  and 
feelings  of  the  interpretic  dimension  attain  the  status  of  genuinely 
religious  practices  and  feeling  only  when  associated  with  beliefs,  as 
Crombie  insists,  which  have  a  reference.  C.  J.  Ducasse  remarks 
pungently, 

The  beliefs  are  then  for  man  what  gives  meaning  to  all  the  other  as- 
pects of  his  religion.  Without  the  beliefs,  he  might  go  through  the  motions 
of  it,  but  only  as  an  automaton.  To  an  observer  of  his  outward  behavior, 
he  might  still  seem  religious,  but  would  in  reality  no  more  be  so  than  a 
parrot  that  had  been  taught  to  recite  the  "Lord's  Prayer,"  or  an  ape  that 
had  been  taught  to  kneel  and  cross  himself.^ 

It  has  also  become  clear  that  the  sort  of  "facts"  to  which  theo- 
logical statements  claim  to  have  reference  are  not  the  same  kind  of 
facts  which  are  discussed  in  the  language  of  the  empirical  sciences. 
No  straightforward  experimental  method  for  verifying  or  falsifying 
sentences  claiming  to  state  these  "facts"  seems  to  be  available — or 
to  be  desired  by  those  who  use  the  sentences.  The  explanatory  logic 
of  the  natural  sciences,  requiring  expansibility,  specificity,  and  regu- 
larity, is  also  inapplicable  to  these  crucial  religious  "facts."  Evi- 
dently theological  discourse  does  not  intend  to  refer  merely  to  "nat- 
ural" facts,  if  we  take  the  "natural"  (as  Nowell-Smith  suggests) 
to  include  whatever  can  be  dealt  with  by  the  experimental  methods 
and  explanatory  techniques  of  science.  At  the  same  time  we  have 
had  occasion  to  question  Hare's  belief  that  the  "supernatural"  facts 
of  religion  are  nothing  but  ordinary  empirical  facts  regarded  in  an 
attitude  of  worship.  There  seems  no  escape  from  the  conclusion 
that  the  intended  semantic  reference  of  theological  discoui-se  is  to 
"metaphysical  fact"  of  some  kind. 

"Facts,"  as  both  Hare  and  Wisdom  point  out,  are  never  "given" 
apart  from  the  minds  which  receive  them.  Ordinary  "facts"  of  our 
everyday  life  are  accepted  as  such  because  of  their  coherent  place 
within  the  conceptual  schema  with  which  modern  man  relates  him- 
self to  the  world  of  common  experience,  though  we  usually  ignore 


THE    MANIFOLD    LOGIC    OF    THEISM  l6l 

the  vital  role  of  mind  in  organizing  even  sense-experience  into 
meaningful  patterns  of  facts  out  of  the  "blooming,  buzzing  con- 
fusion" of  bare  sensation.  What  are  judged  "the  facts"  today  are 
by  no  means  identical  to  what  were  "the  facts"  a  century,  five 
centuries,  three  millennia  ago.  And  we  may  expect  that  "the  facts" 
of  our  generation  will  gradually  and  piecemeal  give  place  to  "the 
facts"  of  the  future.  Both  "internal"  conceptual  refinement  and 
"external"  confrontation  with  experience  that  is  difficult  to  deal 
with  in  terms  of  old  concepts  result  in  changes  as  to  what  are  taken 
to  be  "the  facts." 

The  "facts"  of  science,  furthermore,  are  typically  theories  over- 
whelmingly confirmed  by  conceptually  organized  experience  and 
by  their  key  position  within  the  elaborate  theoretical  schemata  of 
the  sciences.  Here  again  "the  facts"  depend  both  on  compatibility 
with  experience  and  on  deftness  of  theoretical  formulation.  Short- 
comings on  either  side  will  in  time  demand  that  even  "the  facts" 
be  reconsidered,  though  such  revolutions  in  science  are  major  un- 
dertakings and  not  frequent  happenings. 

When  we  speak  of  metaphysical  "facts,"  therefore,  we  need  not 
suppose  that  these  are  "given"  independent  of  the  creative  powers 
of  intelligence.  On  the  contrary,  the  "facts"  of  metaphysics  are 
supremely  dependent  on  the  conceptual  activity  of  mind.  The  na- 
ture of  metaphysics,  I  suggest,  is  conceptual  synthesis.  A  metaphysi- 
cal system  is  a  construct  of  concepts  designed  to  provide  coherence 
for  all  "the  facts"  on  the  basis  of  a  theoretical  model  drawn  from 
among  "the  facts."  A  "metaphysical  fact,"  therefore,  is  a  concept 
which  plays  a  key  role  within  the  system,  without  which  the  system 
would  founder. 

If  this  is  the  case,  "metaphysical  facts"  are  always  facts  relative 
to  a  specific  metaphysical  system.  I  readily  accept  this  conclusion. 
"Space-time"  is  a  metaphysical  fact  relative  to  Alexander's  meta- 
physical conceptual  synthesis;  "duration"  is  a  metaphysical  fact 
relative  to  the  schema  of  Bergson.  But  there  is  no  cause  for  concern 
at  this  turn  of  the  argument,  because  all  facts  of  whatever  kind  are 
relative,  in  so  far  as  they  are  known,  to  the  system  in  which  they 
play  a  key  role.  Metaphysical  facts,  in  the  last  analysis,  depend  for 
their  confirmation  on  the  adequacy  of  the  system  in  which  they 
operate,  but  so  must  the  facts  of  science  ultimately  rely  on  the 
validity  of  the  entire  scientific  enterprise  of  which  they  are  part. 
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To  convince  a  Hindu  mystic  of  a  "fact  of  science"  one  must  do 
more  than  perform  an  experiment  before  him. 

Can  metaphysical  systems  be  judged  rationally  as  to  adequacy  or 
inadequacy?  Scientific  systems  are  open  to  the  possibiUty  of  falsifi- 
cation; scientific  explanations  are  uncontroversially  explanatory. 
There  are  applicable  criteria  for  evaluating  "better"  or  "worse" 
scientific  hypotheses  and  explanations.  Are  any  criteria  in  principle 
derivable  for  the  extraordinarily  inclusive  conceptual  syntheses  of 
metaphysics? 

Despite  widespread  negative  answers  to  this  question,  it  ap- 
pears to  be  more  and  more  likely  that  criteria  can  be  found 
by  which  metaphysical  systems  can  be  graded.  These  grand  syn- 
theses, by  attempting  to  unify  and  "make  sense"  out  of  ranges  of 
ideas  otherwise  unrelated,  aim  at  performing  the  function  within 
the  conceptual  realm  that  the  mental  categories  of  perception  per- 
form in  drawing  meaning  out  of  "blooming,  buzzing  confusion." 
They  aim  to  provide,  in  our  earlier  terminology,  explanations-B 
(of  a  different  order  from  scientific  explanations-A),  within  which 
scientific  explanations  may  find  a  rationally  satisfying  context  to- 
gether with  non-scientific  principles  of  valuation.  In  so  far  as  meta- 
physical systems  have  a  definite  function,  then,  they  can  be  judged 
according  to  their  success  in  fulfilling  this  function. 

Both  "internal"  and  "external"  criteria  become  relevant  for  as- 
sessing the  worth  of  a  metaphysical  conceptual  synthesis.^"  Inter- 
nally, a  metaphysical  system  must  pass  the  test  of  consistency:  the 
presence  of  explicit  logical  contradictions  within  a  conceptual 
schema  destroys  its  integrity,  undermines  its  meaningfulness,  and 
violates  the  very  quest  for  rational  satisfaction  that  motivates  it. 
But  consistency  is  obviously  a  negative  criterion.  Though  any  meta- 
physical system  which  can  be  convicted  of  an  explicit  self-contradic- 
tion deserves  swift  discard,  few  major  metaphysical  syntheses  are 
easily  vulnerable  to  this  charge.  Consistency  is  a  necessary  but  not 
a  sufficient  condition  for  the  acceptance  of  a  metaphysical  system. 
Besides  consistency,  therefore,  one  must  look  for  "coherence"  in  a 
conceptual  scheme,  especially  where  this  scheme  is  of  unlimited 
generality  as  in  metaphysics.  Since  the  role  of  the  system  is  to  pro- 
vide unity  in  place  of  conceptual  fragmentation,  there  can  be  no 
disconnection  between  the  fundamental  principles  of  the  system. 
The  model  chosen  for  the  metaphysical  unification  of  thought  must 


THE    MANIFOLD    LOGIC    OF    THEISM  1 63 

not  itself  be  fragmented  or  permit  of  exceptions.  A.  N.  Whitehead 
rightly  complains  of  a  fatal  incoherence  within  the  metaphysical 
system  of  Descartes,  who  never  succeeded  in  providing  a  connection 
between  his  concepts  of  "matter"  and  "mind."  The  incoherence 
which  poisons  his  entire  metaphysical  system  becomes  most  glar- 
ingly obvious  in  his  inability  to  account  for  the  mind-body  relation- 
ship. Such  incoherence  within  the  conceptual  framework  of  a 
would-be  "conceptual  synthesis"  is  the  mark  of  defeat;  where  there 
is  incoherence  there  is  no  synthesis. 

The  first  of  the  "external"  criteria  on  which  metaphysical  systems 
may  fruitfully  be  judged  is  applicability  to  experience.  Like  any 
conceptual  schema,  a  metaphysical  system  is  required  to  have  rele- 
vance to  experience,  but  not  necessarily  the  kind  of  relevance  (open- 
ness to  falsification  and  the  like)  which  scientific  method  demands. 
"Applicability"  here  means  simply  that  a  metaphysical  synthesis — 
however  beautifully  consistent  and  flawlessly  coherent — must  be 
capable  of  illuminating  some  experience  naturally  and  without  dis- 
tortion. But  it  is  obvious  that  this  requirement  may  be  met  without 
our  being  required  to  approve  the  system.  Perhaps  some  conceptual 
syntheses  of  unlimited  theoretical  generality  are  applicable — "ring 
true" — only  to  narrow  ranges  of  experience.  Some  of  Sartre's  critics 
might  delightedly  be  found  to  maintain  that  his  and  some  other 
existentialists'  metaphysical  views  are  applicable  only  to  the  ex- 
perience of  "the  morning  after,"  when  talk  of  the  "hostile  pressure 
of  obscenely  inert  being"  may  become  highly  illuminating!  Applica- 
bility alone,  like  consistency  alone,  is  not  enough.  A  conceptual 
synthesis  must  not  only  be  applicable  to  some  experience  which  it 
interprets;  it  must  (much  more  demandingly)  be  adequate  to  all 
possible  experience,  if  it  is  to  succeed  in  being  of  unlimited  gen- 
erality; that  is,  it  must  show  all  experience  to  be  interpreted  with- 
out oversight,  distortion,  or  "explaining  away"  on  the  basis  of  its 
key  concepts. 

To  say  that  theological  discourse  refers  to  "metaphysical  fact" 
is  equivalent  to  asserting  that  theological  language  on  its  semantic 
dimension  functions  as  metaphysical  language.  It  seems  to  me  that, 
roughly  speaking,  this  is  the  case.  The  language  of  living  religious 
faith  is  not  used,  of  course,  for  the  sake  of  a  metaphysical  explana- 
t-ion-B;  but  questions  of  motivation   (an  interpretic  category)    are 
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irrelevant  to  semantic  considerations.  Theological  speech  projects 
a  model  of  immense  responsive  significance,  drawn  from  "the  facts," 
as  the  key  to  its  conceptual  synthesis.  This  model,  for  theism,  is 
made  up  of  the  "spiritual"  characteristics  of  personality:  will,  pur- 
pose, wisdom,  love,  and  the  like.  For  Christianity,  more  specifically, 
the  conceptual  model  consists  in  the  creative,  self-giving,  personal 
love  of  Jesus  Christ.  In  this  model  is  found  the  only  literal  meaning 
which  these  terms,  like  "creative,"  "personal,"  and  "love,"  can  have 
in  the  Christian  vocabulary.  All  the  concepts  of  the  Christian  are 
organized  and  synthesized  in  relation  to  this  model.  The  efforts  of 
systematic  theology  are  bent  to  explicating  the  consistency  and  co- 
herence of  the  synthesis  built  on  this  model  of  "God"  as  key  con- 
cept. Christian  preaching  is  devoted  to  pointing  out  the  applicability 
of  this  conceptual  synthesis  to  common  experiences  of  life.  And 
Christian  apologetics  struggles  to  show  that  the  synthesis  organized 
around  this  model  is  adequate  to  the  unforced  interpretation  of  all 
experience,  including  suffering  and  evil.  It  is  not  my  purpose  here 
to  evaluate  Christianity  in  particular  or  theism  in  general  as  to  its 
success  in  these  endeavors;  my  task  has  been  simply  to  display  ac- 
curately the  logical  anatomy  of  the  process. 

One  final  consideration  remains.  Metaphysical  systems  are  con- 
ceptual syntheses,  but  they  are  conceptual  syntheses  which  are  con- 
sidered to  be  grounded  in  and  somehow  faithful  to  reality.  The 
metaphysician  and  the  theologian-as-metaphysician  insist  that  their 
syntheses  have  ontological  bearing. 

Religious  thinlcing  may  well  have  other  concerns  besides  the  epistemo- 
logical  question  of  the  relation  of  our  ideas  to  reality  beyond  ourselves. 
But  here,  if  anywhere,  this  question  cannot  be  avoided,  since  religion  loses 
its  nerve  when  it  ceases  to  believe  that  it  expresses  in  some  way  truth 
about  our  relation  to  a  reality  beyond  ourselves  which  ultimately  con- 
cerns us.^^ 

In  what  respect  can  theological  statements  claim  to  be  true  to 
reality?  There  is  no  longer  any  question  of  literal  description,  since, 
as  we  have  seen,  terms  derived  from  contexts  of  limited  generality 
cannot  without  distortion  be  applied  in  contexts  of  unlimited  gen- 
erality. If  words  are  drawn  from  human  experience  and  used  con- 
cerning "ultimate  reality,"  it  will  not  be  appropriate  to  expect  a 
"picturing"  relationship  between  language  and  referent.  But  if  Ian- 
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guage  literally  based  on  certain  models  of  great  responsive  depth 
found  within  human  experience  is  capable  not  only  of  synthesizing 
our  concepts  in  a  coherent  manner  but  also  of  illuminating  our 
experience — moral  experience,  sense  experience,  aesthetic  experi- 
ence, religious  experience — we  may  ask  why  this  happens  to  be  the 
case.  And  if  some  models  are  capable  of  providing  greater  coherence 
and  adequacy  than  others,  we  may  begin  to  suspect  that  this  tells 
us  something  not  only  about  the  models  but  also  about  what  reality 
is  like:  reality  is  of  such  a  character  that  a  metaphysical  system 
based  on  model  X  is  more  capable  of  interpreting  our  experience 
and  unifying  our  ideas  than  is  a  metaphysical  system  based  on  model 
Y.  "Why  from  some  features  of  our  experience  ratlier  than  others 
do  metaphysical  arguments  spring  up?  The  answer  to  that  question 
would  be  the  ultimate  metaphysical  answer. "^^  Theism  is  founded 
on  the  belief  that  reality  is  such  that  the  metaphysical  models  of 
personal  activity  will  best  survive  any  tests  which  may  be  demanded. 
This  is  perhaps  what  Crombie  meant  when  he  stated  that  ''the 
more  we  try  to  understand  the  world  in  the  light  of  this  image,  the 
better  our  understanding  of  the  world  becomes." 

But  theological  statements  are  not  the  only  ones  which  provide 
a  possible  model  for  the  oblique  understanding  of  the  nature  of 
things.  Many  rival  conceptual  syntheses  are  urged  from  different 
quarters.  All,  including  theism,  suffer  apparent  weakness;  each, 
including  theism,  promises  that  continued  refinement  plus  further 
experience  will  reveal  that  it  best  survives  the  "truth-criteria"  of 
metaphysics.  In  the  meanwhile,  one  is  left  to  choose.  There  is  no 
question  of  remaining  aloof,  taking  no  position  on  the  character  of 
reality.  The  poised  and  tentative  posture  is  the  natural  one  for 
cloistered  thought;  it  is  an  impossible  one  for  life.  Every  sane  dis- 
position for  behavior  is  based  on  what  is  thought  to  be  the  case; 
every  "forced  option"  which  life  thrusts  on  one  has  profound  im- 
plications for  one's  implicit  (or  explicit)  choice  of  a  model  in  terms 
of  which  to  conceive  the  ultimately  real.  Agnosticism  of  the  mind 
in  these  matters  may  be  cultivated  among  a  narrow  group  of 
would-be  purists,  but  daily  challenges  to  action — where  even  inac- 
tion may  be  a  culpable  choice — make  agnosticism  in  life  an  ab- 
surdity. And  the  choices  which  one  does  make,  whether  to  worship 
a  God  of  love  or  to  refrain  from  it,  whether  to  treat  others  as 
"means  only"  or  in  some  other  way,  and  so  on,  have  their  influence 
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on  the  mind.  In  any  but  the  most  disintegrated  personality,  these 
choices  will  have  a  pattern  of  at  least  some  stability;  and  study  of 
this  pattern  can  often  disclose  what  model  a  man  unconsciously  has 
adopted  as  most  true  to  reality. 

Then  "agnosticism"  becomes  a  bland  mask  covering  an  uncritical 
practical  decision  to  accept  one  or  another  metaphysical  view: 
perhaps  it  will  be  the  view  that  "God  the  Father  of  Jesus  Christ" 
is  most  real,  or,  more  likely,  it  will  be  the  view  that  "quanta  of 
energy  without  purpose  or  intrinsic  value"  provide  the  best  model 
for  this  reality.  A  decision  that  goes  beyond  the  security  of  sufficient 
reason  is  in  any  case  required;  and  by  pretending  not  to  recognize 
the  language  of  this  decision — which  many  Christians  call  "the  leap 
of  faith" — one  is  denying  himself  the  right  to  look  before  (and 
after)  he  leaps. 
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worshipful    function    of    theological 
discourse,  136—137 
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